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PREFACE
This dissertation is about the everyday interactions and political struggles
between Christians and Muslims in the Spanish exclave of Ceuta. I approach
these relationships from two ethnographic angles. I am interested first in how
each group envisions themselves as part of a local and national community and
second in how such visions affect local political processes at the institutional
level. Beyond an ethnographic study of Ceuta, this dissertation also brings a
political anthropological perspective to the study of multiculturalism—a broad
academic field that is increasingly the meeting point for normative and social
scientific accounts about the nature of cultural difference and governance.
Following an introductory chapter that sets up an ethnographic and
theoretical context, the dissertation is organized into three parts.

Part one

(chapters 2 and 3) explores different senses of communities between Christians
and Muslims. Part two (chapter 4) explores how those senses of community
have led to diverse constructions of convivencia, a local concept that celebrates
the coexistence of various cultures in Ceuta.

Part three (chapters 4 and 5)

explores the contestation of difference in Ceuta’s Local Assembly, particularly
through the politics of what many people in Ceuta call “parties of Muslim
persuasion.” Why “of Muslim persuasion?” Because they are mostly composed
of Muslims, but those Muslims do not profess their religion through their political
parties, hence the ambiguity and inexactitude of the term. Indeed, the term “of
Muslim persuasion” is also representative of Ceuta’s geopolitical situation: a
Spanish territory adjacent to what most Europeans would consider the
Arab/Muslim world.

From this local and geopolitical impasse “of Muslim
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persuasion,” the people of Ceuta wage the politics that reflect and determine how
they live together, i.e., the politics of convivencia.
I first visited Ceuta in 2003 during an exploratory research trip to southern
Spain. I initially planned to do transnational research in Morocco and Spain, so I
was on my way to Morocco when I arrived in Ceuta to cross the border to
Morocco. I had only learned that Spain had territories in northern Morocco about
a year earlier when I read Henk Driessen’s (Driessen 1992) historical
ethnography of Melilla, Ceuta’s counterpart further east on the North African
coastline. Once in Ceuta, I was immediately captivated by its people and their
local political scene.

The appeal of carrying out my dissertation research in

Ceuta was threefold.
First, in Ceuta there is a population of Muslims that at first appear as not
quite immigrants and not quite natives.

Ceuta’s Muslims are, nonetheless,

similar to other Muslim populations elsewhere in Western Europe; although in
Ceuta they compose a higher percentage of the total population and are
therefore more visible. Their language, religion, ancestry, appearance, fashions,
and phenotype variously make Muslims distinguishable from Christians.
However, in Ceuta, unlike the rest of Western Europe, Muslims have a stake in
the local heritage and the city’s history as a Spanish territory. Therefore, it was
immediately clear to me that an ethnographic study that included Ceuta’s
Muslims would entail an interesting contribution to contemporary debates of
Muslims in Europe, precisely because Ceuta’s Muslims are neither in the
European continent nor the traditional immigrants whose presence is sometimes
challenged by so-called native Europeans. The fact that the people of Ceuta
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often refer to each other as Muslims and Christians is a break from the scenes
were the Muslims are the only exotic Other.
Second, Ceuta’s geopolitical situation—claimed by Morocco as their
territory, yet simultaneously defended as Spanish and politically marginalized by
the Spanish state—presented an opportunity to easily explore the relationship
between Muslims and Christians in relation to local and national senses of
community.

Although as an anthropologist I knew that Anderson’s (1991)

imagined communities are always social projects in progress, Ceuta’s being
neither here nor there made such processes of community building more
ethnographically accessible because the people of Ceuta cannot take the
geographical boundaries of Ceuta as a Spanish nation for granted.
Third, the local political arena also presented a departure from other
Western European (and North American) contexts where minorities struggle for
political representation and social equity. The decision of some Muslim political
leaders to form political parties, those known as parties of Muslim persuasion,
elevated Ceuta’s multicultural struggles to an institutional level. This political
situation, I thought, was an excellent opportunity to explore multiculturalism not
as a phenomenon of a minority demanding group rights from the government, but
as a phenomenon where the racial/ethnic/cultural neutrality of the “Western”
political ideologies (of the Left and Right) were openly challenged by a minority
within the realm of governmental politics.
In addition to these three interesting aspects of Ceuta’s social and political
spheres, I had a personal interest to do research in Ceuta.

The political

struggles in the exclave were similar to the experiences of being a minority in the
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United States, where I moved to from Puerto Rico in 1989.

Yet Muslims’

contestation of their social and political marginalization through party politics was
not something I was familiar with. It made me think of Robert C. Smith’s (1996)
work, which I had read years earlier as an undergraduate, about the dissolution
of African American politics as they became assimilated to political organizations
like the Democratic Party. Contrastingly, Muslims in Ceuta appeared to have
rejected the supposedly “broader agendas” of socialist and conservative parties
in Spain in favor of an agenda that placed the needs of Muslims front and center
along with other political concerns in Ceuta. I was excited to explore the diversity
of minority movements, and perhaps learn something about the nature of the
minority politics that I personally care about.
Of Muslim Persuasion: The Politics of Convivencia in Ceuta, Spain is also
an attempt on my part to bridge fundamental question of difference that I have
experienced as a minority and as an anthropologist in the U.S., specially with
regards to political movements. On the one hand, many political anthropologists
today are wary of talk about cultural difference or multiculturalism. On the other,
I have experienced difference and isolation as minority in the U.S. and have been
interested in questions of multiculturalism since I was a high school student in
Washington D.C. When I began thinking about convivencia in Ceuta, I had to
face these seemingly contradictory experiences in a hurry: how seriously should I
take convivencia as an object of study?

Rather than discarding one set of

experiences in favor of another, I have tried to draw on the historical eclecticism
of anthropological theory to simultaneously account for differences between
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groups of peoples and also for the manner in which those differences are
constructed.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
From the outside, Ceuta appears to be out of place. It is a territory of roughly
nineteen square kilometers located on Morocco’s North African coast and within
eyesight of the Iberian Peninsula’s southern coastline, yet Ceuta belongs to
Spain.

Ceuta and its sister city Melilla, located further east along the same

coastline, are the European Union’s southernmost borders that extend into the
African continent. Historically, Ceuta was one of the last vestiges of the Spanish
Reconquest of the Iberian Peninsula during the fifteenth century. It remained a
Spanish fortification for hundreds of years thereafter, guarding against military
threats from Northern Africa.

Later, Ceuta was a launching pad for Spain’s

colonization of northern Morocco in 1912 and again in 1936 when fascist rebels,
led by General Francisco Franco, initiated the Spanish Civil War. After Moroccan
independence in 1956 and through the end of Franco’s dictatorship in 1978,
Ceuta remained Spanish with a civil and military population comprised of
Spanish citizens and Moroccan non-citizens.

Today, Ceuta’s location at the

southern end of the Strait of Gibraltar is an exception to Europe’s symbolic
geography that for centuries differentiated East from West, colonizer from
colonized, and the familiar from the exotic.

Ceuta is also a bridge, albeit a

broken one, between the global North and South from where thousands of
Maghrebi and Sub-Saharan migrants desperately attempt to complete their
journey onto the Iberian Peninsula.

And like many other urban centers
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throughout Western Europe, Ceuta is now seen by some of its inhabitants as a
place where a troubled Islam meets a progressive West.
Ceuta’s internal boundaries and continuities also transcend the global and
historical borders.

Self-identified cristianos (“Christians”) and musulmanes

(“Muslims”),1 who make up Ceuta’s two major communities, variously delineate
these boundaries and continuities. These identities obviously reflect different
religious beliefs and practices. However, they also reflect what people in Ceuta
understand as ethnic, cultural, and racial differences—especially since not all
musulmanes and cristianos practice the religions signified by their collective
identities.

These differences are mainly determined by historical origins:

musulmanes in Morocco and cristianos in peninsular Spain.2 Most musulmanes
speak Castilian3 and a local Arabic variant of northern Morocco (popularly known

1

In this dissertation, I will use the terms “cristianos” (m. cristiano, f. cristiana) and “musulmanes”
(m. musulmán, f. musulmana) to identify these two self-identified communities in Ceuta. I will use
the English words “Christians” and “Muslims” to refer generally to the practitioners of those
religions. The reader should keep in mind that the use of the nouns “cristianos” and
“musulmanes” in the plural are gender neutral; so unless I specify that I am talking just about
males, then these terms are inclusive of males and females in those groups. Of course, the
nouns “cristianas” and “musulmanas” refer exclusively to women.
2
There are phenotypic differences that through which cristianos and musulmanes differentiate
each other. Musulmanes are said to have darker skin, darker eyes, darker hair, and “Arab
features” (e.g., nose, eyelashes, curly hair). However, these generalizations do not always hold
true, and there are many phenotypic features shared by both groups. Musulmanes are also
distinguished by their language (including a distinctive accent when they speak Castilian), dress
(both traditional and contemporary), and by proximity to other “marked” musulmanes.
Occasionally, a musulmán (especially women) will be mistaken as a cristiano, but rarely will a
cristiano be mistaken as a musulmán.
3
Spaniards most commonly refers to the Spanish language as Castilian in order to differentiate it
from other recognized regional languages in the Spanish Constitution.

3

as “Dariya”), identify with Arab or Berber4 ancestors, and variously maintain
family and social ties with Moroccans across the border.

In addition, most

musulmanes only officially gained Spanish citizenship in the late 1980s despite
the fact that many were born in Ceuta. Cristianos speak Castilian and do not see
themselves as different from their Spanish/European counterparts in the Iberian
Peninsula, although many strongly identify with the regional heritage of the
Southern Spanish province of Andalusia where many maintain family and social
ties.

Unlike musulmanes, cristianos in Ceuta have always been citizens of

Spain.
In spite of these differences, both musulmanes and cristianos call
themselves ceutíes (“people of Ceuta”) and make use of a concept that
describes Ceuta’s cultural landscape: convivencia (“cohabitation,” “coexistence,”
or “living together”).

Convivencia is a borrowed word originally coined by

historians to describe a time during the Middle Ages when Christians, Muslims,
and Jews lived peacefully, although not equally, in the Iberian Peninsula.5
However, since the early nineteen-eighties, ceutíes have specifically used it to
describe the peaceful coexistence of four distinct cultures or religions in Ceuta:

4

Berbers lived in Northern Africa when Arabs conquered it in the seventh century.
The word convivencia also has mundane definitions that explain the coexistence of beings
different places. For example, it is common to speak of convivencia between domestic partners,
coworkers, or political parties.
5

4

Christians, Muslims, Jews, and Hindus. The latter two, although very small in
numbers, have played a significant role in the historical and economic
development of the city.6 Musulmanes and cristianos do not always share the
same definition of convivencia, yet the concept is significant because it captures
how ceutíes communally remember the past, think about the present, and hope
for the future.

Most ceutíes understand that they should negotiate their

intercommunity struggles lest they degenerate into feuding factions and
jeopardize the future of the exclave as an integral part of Spain.
Nonetheless, since the mid nineteen-nineties cristianos and musulmanes
have been the protagonists of a political drama that has resulted their being on
opposing political parties in the Local Assembly. This has led to a situation that
rarely occurs in Western liberal democracies.7 Whereas marginalized cultural
minorities have sought to remedy their situation by integrating into established
political parties, lobbying through non-governmental organizations, protesting
through popular political movements, or seeking autonomy; in Ceuta,

6

Since the 1990s, Chinese immigrants have also set up several restaurants, general stores, and
wholesale businesses; however, they are not yet represented as part of the city’s heritage. There
is also a constant stream of hundreds of migrants from Northern and Sub-Saharan Africa, the
Middle East, and East Asia. They sneak into Ceuta with hopes of continuing to various
destinations in Western Europe. However, most of these immigrants end up as detainees (in a
low security facility outside Ceuta’s urban center) awaiting response to their asylum petitions and
do not settle in Ceuta.
7
That is, Western Europe and the United States. Ceuta, of course, is politically part of Western
Europe because it is part of Spain and the European Union.

5

musulmanes have formed their own political parties. Ceutíes generally refer to
these parties composed of and voted for by musulmanes as partidos de corte
musulmán (“parties of Muslim persuasion”). The appellative hesitancy by ceutíes
to simply call them “Muslim parties,” which is not always resisted, comes from the
fact that Islam and Muslim ethnicity have not explicitly motivated these parties’
political agendas.
Two parties of Muslim persuasion have served in the Local Assembly from
1995 to 2007: the Partido Democratico y Social de Ceuta (“Democratic and
Social Party of Ceuta” or PDSC) and the Unión Demócrata Ceutí (“Ceutí
Democratic Union” or UDCE). The PDSC was part of an executive government
with the ruling center-right Partido Popular (“Popular Party” or PP) from 19961999, and it has been in the opposition with other socialist and localist parties.
The UDCE has been the leading opposition party to the PP since 2003 and has
worked closely with the PDSC and other socialist parties. Regardless of their
various ideological positioning to other parties in the Assembly, the agenda of
parties of Muslim persuasion has been to improve the living and working
conditions of musulmanes through infrastructural improvements in marginal
neighborhoods, increase job opportunities, and attain a more equitable
distribution of investments by the local government. Yet the political struggles of
these parties have not only centered on achieving these goals, but also on the
very legitimacy of their political organization, for many cristianos see political
parties that appear to exclusively represent and be represented by musulmanes

6

as coming dangerously close to promoting ethnic conflict and perhaps not
genuinely Spanish.
These peculiar internal political struggles and Ceuta’s unique geopolitical
location are historically intertwined and relevant in understanding the political
present. Spain’s colonial history in northern Morocco mostly explains the current
marginalization of musulmanes in the city’s outskirts.8 Meanwhile, the Moroccan
state claims Ceuta as part of its own territory, making some cristianos mistrustful
of the growing political influence of musulmanes.

It also causes many

musulmanes to distance themselves publicly from their Moroccan origins as they
assert their Spanishness against cristianos’ fears. Moreover, the unwillingness
of the Spanish government to embrace fully and equally its African territories (i.e.
Ceuta and Melilla) since the 1978 Constitution has essentially relegated all
ceutíes to the political margins of Spain.
Ceuta may seem out place, but it is in the intersections of multiple
boundaries and continuities where ceutíes, like all people, “fashion places;” and
as they do “so, too, do they fashion themselves” (Feld and Basso 1996:11).

8

Moroccan political history also figures into the present condition of musulmanes in Ceuta, but it
is less relevant than Spanish colonial politics and is not within the scope of this dissertation.

7

Theoretical Problems and Ethnographic Questions
Multiculturalisms in context
This dissertation is broadly concerned with developing, through an ethnographic
case study, an anthropological approach towards the study of multiculturalism.
The word “multiculturalism” generally refers to a state of multicultural being
and/or an ideological project.9 As a state of multicultural being, it can describe
differences between a group of individuals, migrant/settled populations, races,
natives/non-natives, nations, or the peoples of the world. Its ideological usage
also varies; it can represent political projects, educational policies, tourist
slogans, official heritages, marketing campaigns, social policies, philosophies,
and etcetera. It is therefore necessary to establish some parameter of its usage
in this dissertation.
I follow sociologist Tariq Modood in first defining multiculturalism as a set
of practices that constitute “the struggle, the political mobilization but also the

9

OED Online (March 2003) <http://dictionary.oed.com.libproxy.unm.edu/cgi/entry/00318023>
defines “multiculturalism, n.” as “The characteristics of a multicultural society; (also) the policy or
process whereby the distinctive identities of the cultural groups within such a society are
maintained or supported.” It is also interesting that OED Online traces the first usage of
“multiculturalism” to 1957 (the adjective “multicultural” first appeared in 1935) in an article that
appeared in the journal “Hispania” (published by the American Association of Teachers of
Spanish and Portuguese). The author is one Edward A. Medina, who worked for the Department
of Education of New Mexico. He writes, “…the section of the country which I represent is a land,
as all lands all over the world should be, where good will, understanding and cooperation are not
only desirable but essential…The key to successful living here, as it is in Switzerland, is
multiculturalism, which can carry with it rich multiculturalism” (Medina 1957:349).
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policy and institutional outcomes, to the forms of accommodation in which
‘differences’ are not eliminated, are not washed away but to some extent
recognized.” (Modood 2007:39).

Therefore, it is more correct to think of

multiculturalisms as practices that vary according to local, national, and
international contexts.
Scholars also try to distinguish multiculturalisms by geographic regions or
governmental/constitutional similarities.

Much of the political philosophical

literature deals with multiculturalisms in “long established Western democracies”
(Kymlicka 2007).

However, such geographic/governmental delimitations are

troublesome because they do not sufficiently emphasize the role of racist
ideologies and colonial domination in the development of Western democracies.
For example, the United States is often included in this group of democracies,
but the U.S. was not a full democracy at least until the 1950s when non-whites
obtained civil rights. Similarly, many Western European countries10 held colonies
throughout much of the twentieth century, which also disqualifies them from any
serious universal definition of democracy. More pertinent to this dissertation,
Spain and Portugal were not democracies until the late 1970s. Therefore, it is

10

In this dissertation, “Western Europe” refers to France, Great Britain, Ireland, Belgium,
Netherlands, Germany, Spain, Portugal, Italy, Switzerland, Andorra, Liechtenstein, and Monaco;
furthermore, I have no problem with also including Denmark, Norway, Sweden, and Finland since
these are increasingly relevant as countries that receive immigrants.

9

more appropriate to demarcate practices of multiculturalism by countries and
their place in the modern world system (Wallerstein 1979).

This move

contextualizes multiculturalisms within broader political economies and allows the
possibility for a comparative framework that is inclusive of non-Western
democracies (e.g., Chandra and Mahajan 2007; Hale 2006; Postero 2007;
Shweder, et al. 2002).

Of course, the same countries that some scholars

consider “long established democracies” might still be grouped together by the
relationship of their immigrants to the host country’s previously held colonies.
This classificatory distinction, however, is not trivial because debates about
multiculturalism often pit immigrants as “outsiders” to liberal democratic principles
when, in fact, the history of liberalism and “Western democracy” is intricately
related to European imperialism (Mehta 1999).
The practices of multiculturalism that are the subject of this dissertation
are part of a broader phenomenon of migrations to Western Europe over the
latter half of the twentieth century. I want to highlight two components in the
multiculturalisms of the “new Europe” (Bunzl 2005; Modood and Werbner 1997)
that sets them apart from multiculturalisms elsewhere. The first is the processes
of simultaneous recognition by historically “native Europeans” of diversity that is
internal and external to Europe. The recognition of internal diversity involves
acceptance of difference between and within European nations, but with the
understanding that all groups are nonetheless Europeans. Although the social
construction of a common European identity is several centuries old, it has
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accelerated since the 1980s with the fall of communism and the establishment of
the European Union (Bellier and Wilson 2000; Llobera 2003).

Western

Europeans are now generally willing to recognize the differences between say,
French and Germans or Basques and Andalusians, and still regard all groups as
autochthonous to Europe. Meanwhile, the recognition of diversity external to
Europe arises from the migration and settlement of non-Europeans after the
Second World War. Although internal diversity can be problematic, as the case
of Basque nationalism demonstrates, the accommodation of diversity that is
external to Europe has been much more difficult in terms of defining common
national and European identities.

For these reasons, multiculturalisms in

Western Europe are first characterized by the conflicts that arise when minorities
seek recognition as a group that is not generally recognized by other Europeans
as falling within an acceptable range of European diversity. Muslims seeking
recognition as Muslims is a good example, which brings me to my next point.
The second component of Western European multiculturalisms is that
Muslims are the majority of non-whites. Muslims account for over 15 million, or
four percent, of Western Europe’s total population (Savage 2004:27).

Four

percent might not seem like much, but one must remember that Muslims are
usually concentrated in urban centers (Modood 2007:4).

Their presence in

cosmopolitan areas, coupled with the increased scrutiny of Muslims after terrorist
attacks in the U.S., London, and Madrid since 2001 (and the consequent military
interventions of the U.S., Great Britain, and Spain in Iraq), has led to a
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generalized elevation of Muslims as a social and (supra)national security
“problem.”

In addition, there are widespread concerns about Muslims’ high

fertility rates in comparison with low fertility rates for non-Muslims, and the fear
that Muslims could erode the European character of Europe with a majority of the
population (Westoff and Frejka 2007).
The crux of Western European practices of multiculturalism are in the
intersections of the two components that I have just described. The problem is
not just the recognition of minorities that are external to Europe’s symbolic
boundaries. The problem is that Muslims are increasingly the faces associated
with multiculturalism, and Muslims, as group that extends well beyond the
borders of Europe, appear to contradict most narratives of belonging to Europe.
Assessing the possibilities of (anyone) representing Muslim minorities in secular
European states, Talal Asad writes:
The ideology of political representation in liberal democracies makes it
difficult if not impossible to represent Muslims as Muslims. Why?
Because in theory the citizens who constitute a democratic state belong to
a class that is defined only by what is common to all its members and its
members only. What is common is the abstract equality of individual
citizens to one another, so that each counts as one. (Asad 2003:173).
For many Muslims, then, Western European multiculturalisms are about their
struggle to delineate the acceptable boundaries of Muslim representation.

12

France has been at the forefront of such debates because of the state’s
role in guaranteeing secularism in all public arenas, and because France has
more Muslims than any other Western European state: five to six million, or
approximately 8% to 10% of the total population.11 The controversy over a 2003
law that banned the wearing of religious symbols to public schools, which was
publicly debated as a ban of Muslim woman’s headscarves, caused an uproar
that received international attention. The debates centered on the state’s duty to
protect the rights of individuals as secular French citizens against the religious
rights of Muslims. Those who opposed the law were easily defeated by unusual
political coalition (of Left and Right) that believed that it was their duty to save
young Muslim girls from the oppression of the veil. Moreover, it was a law to
“save France” by ensuring the allegiance of all its citizens to the principles of the
Republic, which supersedes any one group, specially a religious one.
The social reality of the headscarves controversy is, of course, more
complicated. John R. Bowen summarizes the underlying causes of the debate:
The voile, for that was what the law was about, had become a symbol of
mounting Islamism and decaying social life. Concern about the voile
“tracked” anxieties about the fraying of the Republic and about political
Islam. From 1989 to 2004, Islam came to be seen as an international
threat and schoolgirls began to demand the right to wear headscarves.
Violence in the poor suburbs seemed to grow, much of it directed against

11

Estimates compiled by BBC News Online from government statistical data, census data, and
U.S. State Department estimates <http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/europe/4385768.stm>
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women, and Muslim boys challenged the right of teachers to teach and
that of their sisters to go bareheaded. (Bowen 2007:242; emphasis in
original)
Bowen also notes that public discussions tended to polarize the debate and did
not give voice to Muslim women who would have represented the complexities of
why women wore headscarves.

In a different but related study, Paul A.

Silverstein explores how France’s colonialism in North Africa, specifically in
Algeria, has created categories through which the French nation has constituted
itself against Islam and Berberity:12
The simultaneous colonial elaboration of Islamic religion, Berber ethnicity,
and French nationality as variously commensurate and incommensurate
modalities of personal identity and group solidarity has found itself
repeatedly revisited and renegotiated as the French presence in Algeria
has been replaced by an Algerian presence in France. (Silverstein
2004b:238)
From Silverstein’s perspective, the controversy over the headscarves can only be
understood within a broader context of French colonial domination in Northern
Africa. More importantly, French anxiety over the public appearance of young
Muslim women shows that multiculturalism is as much about the majority’s
demands for integration on their terms, as it is about Muslims’ struggles for
recognition.

12

Algerians (most of them Berbers) make up nearly half of all Muslims in France (Silverstein
2004b).
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In Germany, debates and policies about multiculturalism have been
virtually stifled by immigration policy and the state’s strong stance on assimilation
through welfare policies (Kraus and Schönwälder 2006).

Until the 1990s,

Germany did not allow non-ethnic German migrants to apply for citizenship (nor
were their children eligible for citizenship until 2000). In fact, even in the late
1990s, when Germany was only second to the United States in immigration
flows, Germany
1999:34).

did not consider itself “an immigration country” (Thränhardt

The German state has been willing to recognize Muslims as a

religious community, but it has taken a strong stance against and prevented the
politicization of “ethnic” minorities (i.e., non-German).

Although Germany’s

Federal Constitutional Court has stopped laws that imposed Christian religious
symbols in public schools and banned Muslim teachers from wearing
headscarves in schools, the overall political and civic sentiment has been one of
tolerating minorities as long as they do not seek equal recognition with the
majority (Forst 2007:305-307).

Contrastingly, in Great Britain, the state has

actively promoted the preservation of ethnic differences in civic and religious
organizations in the past, much more than in France and Germany. This is not to
say that British multiculturalism has not been problematic. Muslims are not the
majority of non-whites, yet their presence and accommodation as a cultural
minority (rather than just a religious minority) has dominated public debates and
actually shifted the political tide in favor of those who oppose multiculturalism
(Modood 2007; Modood 2008).
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A closer look at other countries would reveal even more differences in the
way multiculturalisms unravel.

Scholars working in local contexts have

demonstrated that the outcome of minorities’ political struggles can depend on
organization of and competition within ethnic associations (Yalçun-Heckmann
1997), political ideology in the migrants’ country of origin (Silverstein 2004b),
housing policies (White 1998), welfare state economics (Banting and Kymlicka
2006), and different levels of xenophobia among native Europeans (Holmes
2000; Sniderman, et al. 2000). In addition to these variables, it is important to
remember that Muslims do not have a church that unifies them. The attempts of
national Western European governments to establish formal ties with Muslims as
a religious community can be problematic, although not as problematic as the
fear of dealing with Muslims as a ghettoized ethnic community.
To reiterate the arguments presented above, Western European
multiculturalisms are increasingly defined by the intersection of two processes.
On the one hand, Western Europeans have define themselves as a diverse
European community at the same time that migrations from non-European
countries, many of them former colonies, increased since the last half of the
twentieth century. On the other hand, Muslims—who are as diverse a population
as Europeans—are now the problematic minority population because many
Western Europeans perceive their demands as Muslims as incompatible with the
principles of liberal democracy. I now want to explore how Ceuta, Spain figures
into the multiculturalisms of Western Europe.
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Convivencia as multiculturalism
“The theoretical importance of an anthropology of borders lies primarily in what it
might reveal about the interplay between nation and state, and about the role of
the border in past, present and future of nation and state” (Wilson and Hastings
1998:7). If Thomas M. Wilson and Donnan Hastings’ assessment of borders is
correct, then convivencia in Ceuta might be instrumental in understanding
multiculturalisms elsewhere in Western Europe. Ceuta is not only a border to
Spain, but also a border to the symbolic and political entity of Europe and the
European Union.

More importantly, Ceuta geographically straddles Europe’s

colonial past and the “new Europe,” which makes it an ideal place to think about
Western European multiculturalisms from the margins.
Convivencia is like multiculturalism because convivencia involves
struggles, political mobilization, and policy making in order for differences to be
recognized (cf. Suárez-Navaz 2004:191-195). The two components of Western
European multiculturalisms outlined above are found in Ceuta. First, like the rest
of Spain and Southern Europe, Ceuta has since the 1980s been part of a
broader European economic and political project that has culminated in the
European Union.

Ceutíes, particularly cristianos, have been eager to define

themselves as genuinely Spaniards and Europeans because of their particular
and contested geographic location. Second, the Muslim population of Ceuta
accounts for anywhere between 35% and 45% of Ceuta’s total population,
second only to the Christian population (Jews and Hindus are numerically
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insignificant). Like many Muslims elsewhere in Western Europe, musulmanes
have struggled for recognition as Spanish citizens in the 1980s and for economic
and political parity since the 1990s.

The convergence of European identity

making by cristianos and musulmanes’ struggles for recognition makes
convivencia

part

of

the

broader

phenomena

of

Western

European

multiculturalisms.
There are, however, some important variations between convivencia in
Ceuta and Western European multiculturalisms.

First, Ceuta is in Northern

Africa; therefore, the ability of ceutíes, especially cristianos, to reproduce their
Europeaness through their Spanishness is limited by geopolitics. Second, many
of the traditional political means used by minorities for recognition in liberal
democracies eludes musulmanes in Ceuta. Parties of Muslim persuasion are “of
Muslim persuasion” precisely because they leave religion out of their political
agenda. Not even ethnicity features prominently in their political agenda, and
when it does, the demands for ethnic recognition are channelled through
discourses of convivencia that already normalize Ceuta’s cultural diversity. To
put it differently, the mere existence of a concept of convivencia that celebrates
the cultural diversity of Ceuta is different from most of Western Europe because it
allows the possibility for musulmanes to be “natives” of an exclave that is,
politically speaking, as officially European as Paris is.

Essentially, the two

components of Western European multiculturalisms that I have discussed are
inverted in Ceuta: Europeaness is not a given for any ceutí and musulmanes
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seek to be recognized as citizens and not ethnic/religious Muslims.

This

inversion is analytically useful because it helps us understand the relationship
between multiculturalism and liberalism without the corresponding baggage of a
naturalized “Western European polity” or an essentialized “Muslim minority.”
Now, there is another similarity between convivencia and multiculturalism,
but it has less to do with the contexts to which they refer and more with the
functions that they serve as concepts. Both convivencia and multiculturalism
have multiple functions as analytical categories, normative philosophies, and
socially deployed concepts.

Up until this point, I have only discussed

multiculturalism and convivencia as analytical categories that describe a specific
set of political practices (by Muslims and “native Europeans”), contextualized by
geography (Western Europe) and history (colonialism and migration).
However, in scholarly writings about multiculturalism, the “ism” in
“multiculturalism” not only indicates an analytical category that is the focus of
social scientific research, but also usually a normative philosophy by the scholar
writing about the subject.13 Political philosophers like Bhikhu Parekh (2006) and
Will Kymlicka (1995; 2001) have been instrumental in articulating a field of study
where social science and political philosophy coexist.

13

Both scholars have

This, as I will discuss below, is not always the case in anthropological writings about
multiculturalism.
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reached a broad audience and have influenced public policy debates in North
America and Western Europe.14 In reading their work and that of other scholars
(e.g., Banting and Kymlicka 2006; Baumeister 2000; Kelly 2002; Shweder, et al.
2002; Taylor, et al. 1994; Willett 1998), one notices a clearly demarcated
dialectic between political philosophy and social science: from political ideals, to
social reality, to what ought to be.

This dialectic increasingly depends on

interdisciplinary cooperation because scholars involved in these debates do not
always share ontological and epistemological assumptions about the social world
(May, et al. 2004). In this dissertation, I aim to contribute to this interdisciplinary
field by exploring the following question from an anthropological perspective: Can
liberal democratic governance coexist with and legitimately accommodate the
efforts of cultural minorities for official recognition and equality? In answering this
question, I do not intend to develop any substantive normative philosophy.15
Instead, I use an anthropological lens to explore how this particular conundrum
has been lived by ceutíes in recent times.

Consequently, my use of

multiculturalism and convivencia as a normative philosophy will be strictly limited
to concluding remarks at the end of dissertation.

14

Kymlicka has served as an advisor to multiple NGOs and the Canadian government and
Parekh authored “The Future of Multi-Ethnic Britain: Report of the Commission on the Future of
Multi-Ethnic Britain” (2000), which was widely debated in the United Kingdom.
15
I support the idea that liberal democratic governance should coexist with and legitimately
accommodate the efforts of cultural minorities for official recognition and equality (Modood 2007).
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It is also important to account for the function of multiculturalism and
convivencia as socially deployed concepts. It can be potentially confusing to
write about Western European multiculturalisms or convivencia in Ceuta as
analytical categories and describe how ceutíes socially deploy these concepts
(which I do in chapters 4 and 6); so I have mostly avoided discussion where the
words “multiculturalism” or “convivencia” have different meanings.

The only

exception is in chapter 4, where I have taken the opportunity to reflect about how
the use of convivencia by ceutíes relates to the use of convivencia as an
analytical category.

I think this reflection about how social concepts affect

analytical categories is worthwhile for the theoretical development of an
anthropology of multiculturalism, and it is actually easier to carry out such an
exercise if the socially deployed concept and the analytical category bear the
same name.16

Still, I do not intend to reduce the study of convivencia or

multiculturalism to an analysis of the instances when ceutíes use the word
“convivencia,” just as I do not intend to reduce the importance of multiculturalism
and convivencia as analytical categories to the instances which ceutíes actually
use these words. My interest in framing this dissertation as an anthropological
approach towards the study of multiculturalism stems from the everyday and

16

Bourdieu (1999) makes a similar analysis about the reproduction of the sate through social
scientific analyses.
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political struggles of musulmanes and cristianos in Ceuta, which correspond to
other struggles in Western Europe and beyond.
Towards an anthropology of multiculturalisms
Nestor García Canclini (2004) suggests that any approach to the study of
interculturality (what I am here calling multiculturalism) must simultaneously
account for differences, inequalities, and disconnections.

He argues that in

globalized world “we are not only different or only unequal or only disconnected”
(García Canclini 2004). I take a cue from García Canclini’s theoretical model and
propose that an anthropology of multiculturalism should be concerned with the
multiple forms that difference takes in the everyday and political struggles by
minorities to be recognized.

Therefore, from a theoretical standpoint, this

dissertation is concerned with the relationship between (1) cultural differences
and (2) the construction/contestation of difference.

Although these two

theoretical foci are not mutually exclusive, they do represent different
anthropological emphases on social phenomena. Let me explain.
First, by cultural difference, I mean the manner in which people differently
configure their worlds through semiotically mediated interactions. The study of
cultural difference obviously necessitates the anthropological concept of culture.
Therefore, in this dissertation, I employ Lars Rodseth’s distributive model of
culture that
construes culture not as an integrated system or text and not as mere
aggregation of traits or behaviors but as a semantic population—a
population of meanings…from this perspective, meanings exist not merely
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in formal or idealized systems but in spatiotemporal distributions, which
may or may not be orderly, coherent, or stable. (Rodseth 1998:55)17
It should be clear from my choosing of this definition that it is not my intent to
outline two different cultures that correspond with musulmanes and cristianos;
instead, I am interested in very particular ways in which cristianos and
musulmanes imagine and represent themselves as part of a local and national
community. In this approach to cultural difference, I focus on social discourse
and personal narratives as evidence of differentiated populations of meanings
(Duranti 2003; Silverstein 2004a).

Furthermore, I assume that any cultural

differences between musulmanes and cristianos are intertwined with Ceuta’s
legacy of colonialism, racial hierarchy, and its troublesome geopolitical position.
Second, by the construction/contestation of difference, I mean the manner
in which people constitute and politicize difference through discourse in everyday
life and public arenas. For ceutíes, the construction/contestation of difference
centers on disputed notions of convivencia, the nature of parties of Muslim
persuasion, and competing discourses of constitutional equality and inequality as
a result of racism.

The study of the construction/contestation of difference

involves investigating something similar to what Sahlins has named the “Culture
of cultures” (Sahlins 2000:512-513), which refers to people’s reflection about

17

Rodseth, in turn, is reviving Edward Sapir’s ideas about culture as an alternative to essentialist
conceptualizations of culture.
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their culture in a world of many cultures (or something equivalent to culture). As
talk of universal human rights and the commodification of cultural forms spread
rapidly throughout the world, people have increasingly similar knowledge bases
from which to affirm ideas about their own culture. However, rather than focusing
on the question of a world culture (Hannerz 1990), I want to focus on the various
ways people think about diversity in local contexts.
The

distinction

between

cultural

difference

and

the

construction/contestation of difference is not clear-cut; but it is a necessary
distinction because how people conceptualize differences within any given
population does not necessarily correspond with different cultures.18 It may be
that cultural differences factor into how difference is constructed and contested,
or conversely, that the construction of difference leads, via structural inequality
and/or racial hierarchies, to cultural difference.

Determining the order of

causation19 seems to me to be less interesting than simply explaining how at any
given time cultural differences and discourses of difference coalesce or clash

18

It is true that what I am calling “cultural differences” could be characterize as anthropological
constructions, but I think doing so confuses the nature of social constructions and anthropological
constructions. Furthermore, I think making such a distinction would not clarify what is being
constructed; after, all one could just as easily argue that whatever social constructions I present
in this dissertation are also anthropological constructions.
19
Opposing sides in this debate might include, for example, Comaroff and Comaroff’s
(1992:chapter 2) political economic take on ethnicity and Anthony D. Smith’s (2003) argument for
prehistoric roots of modern ethnicities and nations.
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through lived realities—this is the challenge of anthropology of multiculturalism:
to interpret difference from interpretations of difference (Geertz 1973:9).

Ethnographic Landscape and Methodology
I first visited Ceuta in January 2003 for a preliminary research trip. Hours after I
got off the ferry from the southern Spanish port of Algeciras, the owner of a
bookstore told me of the long Spanish history of the exclave. I left the bookstore
with a book of essays written by the leader of a localist socialist party (Aróstegui
Ruiz 2002).

What immediately caught my attention were his discussions of

Ceuta’s political problems in relation to Morocco and the socio-economic
problems faced by musulmanes. Here was one of the most prominent socialist
leaders of Ceuta defending the Spanishness of an exclave that many Leftists in
the Peninsula regard as a repressed colony.

The problems faced by

musulmanes seemed familiar to me in some respects, yet the manner in which
these problems were wrapped up in the exclave’s particular history and ceutíes’
conceptions of convivencia convinced me that Ceuta should be the site for my
dissertation research.
Months after returning from my initial trip, the UDCE, a party of Muslim
persuasion, gained three seats in the Local Assembly; and Mohamed Ali became
both the UDCE’s leader and that of a weak opposition. That election changed
the configuration of relationships between musulmanes and cristianos because
the Assembly was now the focal point of tensions between the two communities.
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I then decided that the study would not only focus on the intersections of
everyday life, but also on institutional politics.
Ceuta is a small exclave. Of its twelve and a half square miles, one third
is occupied by an urban population of just under 76,000 scattered over dozens of
neighborhoods. The remaining land is uninhabitable because it is made up of
steep mountains or is property of Spain’s national Ministry of the Defense (i.e.,
military territory). Most of the city does not look much different from any other
European town center. The city has three distinct areas that account for most of
its population.

Surveying the city from east to west, one finds the following

populated areas (Figure 1.1): First, El Centro is the oldest part of the city and
demarcates the area where a fortified city once existed. Second, El Campo
Exterior is the largest part of the city and is characterized by residential
neighborhoods spread over rolling hills.

Third, the border neighborhoods of

Benzu and Principe Alfonso are isolated neighborhoods characterized by
irregular urban patterns. Roads connect all neighborhoods. Ferries departing
from the port on northern shoreline just outside El Centro are available
throughout the day for travel to peninsular Spain, a trip of about an hour.
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Figure 1.1 Map of Ceuta

Although Ceuta has roughly six square miles of urban landscape,
musulmanes and cristianos often live in different neighborhoods. Cristianos live
in El Centro and in the adjacent areas of El Campo Exterior. Musulmanes live in
the border neighborhoods and in the adjacent areas of El Campo Exterior. As
one moves east to west towards the border with Morocco, the number of
cristianos decreases and the number of musulmanes increases. The only major
neighborhoods that are completely inhabited by musulmanes are Principe
Alfonso and Benzu. Although there are musulmanes who live in El Centro, most
are concentrated in clustered pockets around the southern periphery of the area.
In the neighborhoods where musulmanes and cristianos live side by side,
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cristianos tend to be the majority.

Neighborhoods mostly inhabited by

musulmanes are poorer than those mostly inhabited by cristianos. Due to higher
unemployment rates, higher school dropout rates, and a history of economic,
political, and social marginalization, musulmanes in marginalized neighborhoods
live in poverty. However, the social welfare safety net of the Spanish state does
mediate the severity of musulmanes’ marginalization. Sanitation, education, and
social services are available to many musulmanes, although slum-like conditions
still affect some of the small neighborhoods near the border.
Neighborhoods usually have a small grocery store, a café, or a bar.
However, most retail, service, and entertainment business are located in El
Centro. There are many buildings over three stories high in El Centro, and the
buildings are so close to each other that it is sometimes difficult to see the sea
from any given street. El Campo Exterior is not as crowded, although there are
some very large residential buildings that clearly stand out. There is more space
here than in El Centro, but there are also more people; as a result, in the
evenings the streets are crowded throughout the city. Musulmanes in peripheral
neighborhoods live at a pace that corresponds with the formal and informal
economy that characterizes the border. There is a large warehouse complex
wedged between Principe Alfonso and the border crossing point of El Tarajal that
specializes in the wholesale of comestible, electronic, and domestic goods.
Many Moroccans cross the border to buy and sell these goods in Morocco or for
their personal consumption. Because of poverty and crime, Principe Alfonso has
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earned a bad reputation among ceutíes. Benzu, although isolated from most of
the city, is not seen as dangerous and is a place where many ceutíes visit when
they want to take a trip along the northern coastline to have a tall glass of sweet
Moroccan tea.
Ceuta is a municipality that is quite different from the rest of Spain. The
Spanish state is divided into seventeen Autonomous Communities. Each one of
these Autonomous Communities enjoys relative autonomy from central
government in Madrid in matters of education, sanitation, and budgeting. Ceuta
and Melilla do not have this level of autonomy. Officially, they are “Autonomous
Cities,” which means that they are more dependent on the central government.
In this political context, less autonomy for Ceuta means less legitimacy as part of
the Spanish state. Ceutíes reason that as long as they are dependent on the
central government, outsiders will continue to look at Ceuta as a Spanish colony
in Moroccan territory.
Ceuta’s government is made up of an executive government and a
parliamentary assembly of twenty-five popularly elected counselors.

The

president of the city (and executive government) is also the president of the
Assembly and is usually determined by the party with the most votes in the
Assembly. During the 2003-2007 governing period, four parties had sufficient
votes to have political representation in the Assembly.

Nineteen counselors

belonged to the Partido Popular (Popular Party or PP), which is the nationally
organized center-right party. Two counselors belonged to the Partido Socialista
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Obrero Español (Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party or PSOE), which is the
nationally organized center-left party. Three counselors belonged to a newly
elected party of Muslim persuasion, Unión Demócrata Ceutí (Ceutí Democratic
Union or UDCE), and the last counselor leads the party of Muslim persuasion
that was first elected in the 1995 elections, Partido Democratico y Social de
Ceuta (Social and Democratic Party of Ceuta or PDSC).
It is difficult to match particular economic interests to these four political
parties; in fact, matching political interest for parties of Muslim persuasion along
a Left-Right spectrum misses altogether the nature and purpose of these parties.
As I will show in chapters 5 and 6, politics in Ceuta are very sensitive to national
and international politics between Spain and Morocco. Furthermore, the working
classes in the city are somewhat different from the rest of Spain. Ceutíes are
aware that half of all those employed are local and national government
employees. There is also a long history of merchant classes among all four
communities, but unemployment is still higher than the rest of Spain. What is
certain is that musulmanes have lower paying jobs, higher unemployment rates,
and are less educationally prepared to enter the labor market.

Economic

inequality has something to do with the formation of parties of Muslim
persuasion, but it is far from the sole determining variable.
Overall, Ceuta presents difficulties for research similar to those of much
larger urban areas. Consequently, I have been influenced in my methodological
orientation by the work of Roger Sanjek (2000) who has addressed the difficulties
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raised by Anthony Leeds (1994) of doing ethnography “in the city” (“bottom-up
research” based on interviews) and “of the city” (“top-down research” based on
political economic and historical analyses).

Sanjek suggests balanced

ethnographies that make use of interviews and participant observation in
commercial locations, houses of worship, secular rituals, and local political fields
and arenas (Sanjek 2000:286).

Despite the difficulties and challenges of

ethnographic research in the city (Duneier and Carter 1999:Appendix), urban
ethnographies have proven valuable in revealing intersections between everyday
life, history, political economy, and the state (Goode and Schneider 1994;
Gregory 1998; Stoller and McConatha 2001; Susser 1982).
For my informal interviews, I employed a “model of deliberate sampling for
heterogeneity” (Cook and Campbell 1979). Instead of snowball sampling from
one “seed” (first informant), I chose several seeds throughout the city, which
allowed me to be conscious of how my sample varied by neighborhoods, age,
employment, source of income, and length of time residing in Ceuta.20 I moved
into an apartment in El Centro in September 2004. I met ceutíes at bars, public
events, recreation areas, parks, and commercial establishments. I eventually

20

I used data from the Spanish census to gather this information (see chapter 4). There is a
significant difference in age between musulmanes (younger population) and cristianos (older
population). Half of Ceuta’s working force is employed by the government, most of whom are
cristianos; of course, unemployment is higher among musulmanes. Nearly all musulmanes were
born in Ceuta, and about one third of cristianos were born in the peninsula.
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formed a circle of friends who often facilitated interviews with family and friends.
However, where I chose to live biased my immersion into everyday life. Living in
El Centro prevented me from having more informal relationships with
musulmanes living in marginal neighborhoods. All of the musulmanes with whom
I interacted on a daily basis lived in neighborhoods in and around El Centro
(neighborhoods that are in significantly worse infrastructural conditions than other
areas in El Centro).

My research was also biased by gender, since males

dominated my everyday social circles. I tried to correct this bias by setting up
more formal interviews with females, but this worked much better with cristianas
than musulmanas.
By the end of my research, informal interviews from everyday encounters
amounted to over one hundred, although in my analysis for this dissertation I only
draw on detailed notes from one hundred interviews21 that include sixty-two
cristianos and thirty-eight musulmanes.22 I also conducted six longer interviews
to record life stories with the help of my friend Mustafa Mohamed. Throughout
this dissertation, I do not use numbers to generalize about my sample.

My

sample is not statistically significant, but more importantly, using numbers to
generalize about my sample can potentially lead the reader to think that such

21

I chose 100 interviews because interview saturation began around 60 interviews. All of the
“left-over” interviews are from males cristianos.
22
Cristianos = 40 males, 22 females. Musulmanes = 31 males, 7 females.
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numbers are, in fact, valid statistical generalizations.

Instead, I prefer using

adjectives like few, some, many and most that call attention to the fact that this is
an exercise in interpretative anthropology (Geertz 1973).23 My generalizations
about what ceutíes do and think are educated guesses that draw from daily
interactions throughout the city for almost a year of field research.
My research of the political realm focused on the Assembly. I was lucky to
have met bureaucrats who, with the permission of the executive government,
allowed me unlimited access to records of past parliamentary debates. For three
months, the Office of Records allowed me to use one of their desks to carry out
my work. From there I interacted with many Assembly counselors and met key
party officials. It was not long before I was able to secure interviews with officials
from all parties in the Assembly. I also became a familiar face during assembly
sessions held from September 2004 until June 2005. Outside the assembly, I
procured interviews with leaders of neighborhood associations, bureaucrats, and
other political personalities.

In the end, I conducted twenty-two structured

interviews with political and community leaders.

More importantly, I became

friends with a few people who were directly involved in politics and was able to
meet politicians in non-official settings.

23

If I had to assign percentages to these adjectives, they would be as follows: “few” = less than
10%, “some” = 25-50%, “many” = 50-75%, and “most” = more than 90%.
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Public officials and well-known political personalities often appear by
name in scholarly work. Early on in my research, I made the decision to treat
politicians as I would any other research subject. As a result, I conducted all
interviews with the assurance of anonymity. I know that for many politicians this
made no difference in how they responded to my questions, but I am equally as
sure that it did make a difference with more than half of the twenty structured
interviews completed.24 This presents an ethnographic dilemma for the latter
chapters where I discuss political events that are part of the public record. For all
of the political debates presented here, I gathered the pertinent information for
analysis during confidential interviews. Therefore, I cannot divulge the sources
that I use to analyze debates that are part of the public record. The result is that
my analysis of public debates sometimes read as commentary on current affairs.
However, I have not included in this dissertation any analyses of politicians
involved in public debates without making use of pertinent data obtained through
structured interviews.

24

I asked to record the first three questions of the interview. Afterwards, I would turn off my
recorder. It was obvious that many politicians were willing to say things “off the record” that they
would not while they were being recorded. More importantly, I had information that was not
available to the public.
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Structure of the Dissertation
I have structured this dissertation in accordance with my theoretical interest of
explaining

the

relationship

between

construction/contestation of difference.

cultural

difference

and

the

Chapters 2 and 3 are explicitly

concerned with cultural differences in how cristianos and musulmanes imagine
and represent their communities as part of Ceuta and Spain.

Chapter 4

addresses the construction of difference by exploring the concept of convivencia,
and chapters 5 and 6 deal with the contestation of diversity in institutional politics
and everyday life. By the concluding chapter, I will have laid out an argument
that explains how cultural differences between cristianos and musulmanes have
shaped the manner in which ceutíes have politically institutionalized convivencia,
as manifested by the ambiguous political place of parties of Muslim persuasion in
a Western liberal democratic polity. Any attempt to answer normative questions
about the nature of cultural minority representation in liberal democracies must
first take into account the multiple and complex ways in which people manifest
and understand difference.
Chapter 2 focuses on historical and everyday narratives used by cristianos
in order to represent Ceuta as Spanish. Unlike many European colonies in Africa
conquered during nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Spaniards have inhabited
Ceuta and Melilla since the sixteenth and fifteenth centuries, respectively (Correa
de Franca 1999 [XVIII c.]). For most of Ceuta’s more than 400-year history as a
Spanish possession, it served primarily as a military fortification and prison.
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However, at the turn of the nineteenth century a civil society began to emerge,
and contact with Morocco’s hinterland increased because of Spain’s colonial
ambitions in the region. The establishment of the Spanish Protectorate over
northern Morocco from 1912 until 1956 solidified the social, economic, and
political ties between Ceuta and the new colony.25

Despite Spain’s colonial

enterprise in the region, ceutíes (at this point Christian Spaniards) retained from
the nineteenth century the sense that Ceuta was a Spanish city and not the same
as the Protectorate. This sense of locality has remained intact until today, albeit
tainted by Spanish colonialism in the region.
The problem with cristianos highlighting this version of history to make a
case for Ceuta’s Spanishness is that it lacks resonance with at least one of
convivencia’s four cultures: musulmanes.

Despite musulmanes’ long-term

residence in Ceuta,26 many cristianos, and even some musulmanes, still think of
musulmanes as immigrants. There seems to be a generalized ambiguity among
all ceutíes about whether musulmanes are autochthonous to Ceuta; and this
despite the exclave’s geographical location and the historical recognition by
historians of the Islamic character of the city during the Middle Ages.

This

polemic makes it necessary to explain how cristianos’ contemporary historical

25

France established its own protectorate over central and southern Morocco.
One can argue that musulmanes have been in Ceuta anywhere from 25 to over 100 years
depending on what criteria one uses to determine “residence.”
26
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narratives of Ceuta’s Spanishness respond to external geopolitical threats and
the internal anxieties of the growing Muslim population. Specifically, how do
some cristianos institutionalize hegemonic ideas of Ceuta’s Spanish history and
how do musulmanes reproduce and/or resist those ideas?
Alternatively, as I explore in chapter 3, musulmanes produce their own
versions of local history that, although not hegemonic, present a challenge to
dominant cristiano narratives of Spanishness. Musulmanes have struggled with
a series of collective identities that have dramatically shifted with the ebb and
flow of the Spanish/Moroccan colonial encounter. Amidst these changes, the
identities of cristianos and musulmanes have evolved in opposition to one
another. As inhabitants of those identities, they have variously internalized the
symbols of distinction that have emerged through centuries of interactions across
Christian/Muslim boundaries in the Iberian Peninsula and Northern Africa (Barth
1969). In this chapter, I rely on oral histories and life stories to construct a history
of musulmanes in Ceuta.
In chapter 4, I shift theoretical focus and begin to explore how convivencia
represents a local construction of difference. The concept of convivencia has
become a contemporary heritage that public officials and many citizens in Ceuta
use to represent Ceuta as a distinct region of Spain.

Still, the concept of

convivencia remains rather flexible, if not ambiguous, when used by ceutíes.
This is in part because the concept only started to appear in popular discourse in
the 1980s. However, the multifaceted use of convivencia also comes about from
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its different meaning as an outward expression of local nationalism and as an
inward expression of everyday communitarian interactions—mainly between
musulmanes and cristianos.

As an outward expression of local nationalism,

convivencia is a taken-for-granted state of being that celebrates the peaceful
coexistence of four cultures for the outside world to witness.

As an inward

expression of everyday communitarian interactions, convivencia is at best a
work-in-progress, an ideal in which ceutíes are well aware of the rifts between
cristianos and musulmanes. Ceutíes variously deploy these outward and inward
expressions of convivencia in everyday life and political processes. In doing so,
ceutíes make Ceuta a proper place within the Spanish nation-state by fomenting
local heritage and making sense of inter-communitarian rifts.
However, detailing how ceutíes experience convivencia presents at least
two methodological alternatives for the ethnographer. It is first possible to take
for granted the possibility of discovering an empirical condition of coexistence
between two (or more) groups of peoples in different communities or with distinct
worldviews (e.g. Clammer, et al. 2004; Kearney 1984). This would entail an
ethnographic assessment of relationships between musulmanes and cristianos,
although an anthropological approach would certainly take a critical perspective
of how other social divisions mediate inter-group interactions. But convivencia
can also be studied as everyday performance (Bauman 1986) in which
abstractions of (actual) interactions between members of different communities
are ordered in the present through narratives of convivencia. This would entail
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gauging how these performances index social relations and assessing the
similarities and differences between narratives.

I adopt both approaches in

chapter 4. My objective in this chapter is to juxtapose the observed interactions
between musulmanes and cristianos with the performed narratives of those
interactions in order to lay bare the process through which ceutíes construct
convivencia through the parallel, yet unequal, existence of differentiated
communities—a vital process through which people imagine a nation (Anderson
1991:chapter 11).
Chapter 5 details how the politics “of Muslim persuasion” have contested
constructions of difference in Ceuta.

Political parties everywhere purport to

represent ideals and people. In liberal democracies, these representations are
always set against an opposition of at least one other party.

Parties of Muslim

persuasion in Ceuta claim to represent all ceutíes by including the previously
neglected interests of musulmanes in their political agenda. They developed in
opposition to what they perceive to be a complete failure of Ceuta and Spain’s
political parties to attend the needs of musulmanes. However, they are not just
another of Ceuta’s long list of localist parties; they remain “of Muslim
persuasion.” As of the May 2007 municipal elections, attempts by these parties
to shake off their characterization as parties of Muslim persuasion have been
unsuccessful despite their quest to form coalitions with non-Muslim parties. This,
in turn, points to a sentiment of political illegitimacy—felt by both supporters and
opponents—about parties that threaten the potential “libanización” (literally “to
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make like Lebanon”)27 of Ceuta. I critically examine these issues by explaining
exactly who and what parties of Muslim persuasion represent. In order to do so,
I first pursue Ceuta’s short political and social history that preceded the election
of musulmanes to the Assembly; particularly the time that punctuates the
dramatic identity shift experienced by musulmanes in the mid 1980s from
stateless non-citizens to citizens of Ceuta, Spain. This historical context also
emphasizes the continuity between everyday life and political action by
explaining how musulmanes’ locally specific memories of their past are
transformed into institutional political movements.

I then present a detailed

analysis of party political behavior, which includes formal and informal analysis of
practices and tactics intended to achieve political ends in the Assembly. The
purpose of this analysis is to uncover how parties of Muslim persuasion
represent everyday life situations as political problems. I also show how other
parties back or oppose these political problems.
Various scholars have argued (Nader 1974) and demonstrated (Aronoff
1977; Faucher-King 2005; Holmes 2000) that “politicians” are not beyond the
critical scope of anthropological analysis. Most of what politicians do in public
debates and media declarations is carefully crafted and ritually ordered; indeed,

27

This is a clear reference to that country’s sectarian divisions and past violent conflict. As I will
show in chapter 4, ceutíes are very conscious of the fact that relations between different religious
groups in their city is not like other places in the Middle East.
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there is no question that politicians are social actors with a specialized language.
Yet scripted political events can themselves be the subject of anthropological
research; specifically with regards to the varying aspects of ritualistic
performance (Bloch 1975; Swartz, et al. 1966) or linguistic nuances (Silverstein
2003). In addition, it is possible to carefully consider the more subtle exchanges
between politicians that take place in extended parliamentary debates, party
meetings, hallways, offices, cafes, and homes. After all, the people who sit in
Ceuta’s Assembly must still make sense of their specialized political language by
drawing on cultural knowledge shared with other ceutíes.
In chapter 6, I explore how ceutíes contest difference in everyday life visà-vis contestations of difference in the Assembly. I question how musulmanes
and cristianos think and talk about the social and economic disparities between
their communities: What are the causes of inequality?
discrimination?

What is integration?

What counts as

Is the government (local or national)

responsible for resolving these issues, and if they are, how should they do so?
Discourses of equality and inequality transcend the institutional political arena
and manifest themselves through narratives of constitutional equality, racism,
and integration. In turn, these narratives often appear as public responses to the
demands of parties of Muslim persuasion. Not surprisingly, musulmanes and
cristianos generally differ in the normative outcome of such debates.

These

narratives are indicative of the political limits of convivencia for most cristianos in
relation to musulmanes, and they highlight the political desires of musulmanes as
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musulmanes. Chapter 6 follows recent efforts by anthropologists to “bring to the
study of democracy an examination of local meaning, circulating discourses,
multiple contestations, and changing forms of power” (Paley 2002:469).
I conclude the dissertation by again probing the theoretical relationship
between cultural differences and the construction/contestation of difference.
Furthermore,

I

consider

some

of

the

normative

debates

regarding

multiculturalism and liberal democratic principles of governance. I suggest that,
despite cristianos’ objections to parties of Muslim persuasion, musulmanes are at
times well served by these parties. By forming political parties and participating
in a government founded on liberal democratic principles, parties of Muslim
persuasion are loyal to principles of individual equality and liberty. Therefore,
musulmanes’ demands as cultural minorities avoid de jure violations of liberal
democratic principles. Ironically, as the case of Ceuta demonstrates, seeking
integration into an established parliamentary system and lobbying from nongovernmental organizations could at times be a less effective way of achieving
economic and social respect and parity than the “ethnic politics” so commonly
feared in the West.
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CHAPTER 2
CEUTA ES ESPAÑA/CEUTA IS SPANISH: CRISTIANOS’
NARRATIVES OF SPANISHNESS
During the last week of September 2005, Ceuta was in the international spotlight
after hundreds of Sub-Saharan migrants attempted to jump the twenty-foot fence
that separates Spain and Morocco in the outskirts of the city. Hundreds were
injured, and several died after Moroccan police fired shots for unknown reasons.
Most news media outlets throughout Europe and the Americas understandably
focused on the armed response by Spanish and Moroccan authorities and on the
dead and wounded. However, the political back-story in Ceuta appeared to be of
little interest to outsiders.
On September 24, 2005 the newspaper Diario Sur Digital reported that the
governments of Ceuta and Melilla petitioned Spain’s central government to be
included in the upcoming “Reunión de Alto Nivel” (RAN, literally, a “high level
meeting”) between Spain and Morocco. The bilateral diplomatic meeting was to
take place in Seville and Cordoba on the 28th and 29th of September (M.Á. 2005).
Usually, such inclusion would not be controversial since Spain’s central
government has previously invited Autonomous Communities that border
Portugal and France to bilateral summits between Spain and those countries.
However, Ceuta and Melilla’s requests for participation in the high-level meeting
were more problematic because the Moroccan state still claims the exclaves as
parts of its own territory.

As expected, Spain’s president from the Spanish

Socialist Workers’ Party (PSOE), José Luis Rodríguez Zapatero, rejected Ceuta
and Melilla’s petition.

His decision followed precedents of previous
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administrations to favor stable diplomatic relations with Morocco rather than risk
conflict over what Morocco perceives as its colonized territories.1 The leaders of
Ceuta and Melilla’s political parties, with the exception of those aligned with
Zapatero, were upset by Zapatero’s decision.

Most opined that the

geographically unique position of their exclaves merited their inclusion in such
talks.
On Tuesday, September 27, the day before the diplomatic summit, about
500 migrants tried to breach the fence between Melilla and Morocco. Migrants
had already attempted this sort of self-coordinated effort in Ceuta and Melilla
various times through the year, but in this case, their large number aroused the
interest of international press agencies. During the early hours of Thursday,
September 29 between 500 to 600 migrants charged different points of the five
miles of fence between Spain and Morocco in Ceuta. This time, five migrants
were shot dead2 and hundreds injured. Immediately, Zapatero deployed 480
troops to guard the borders at Ceuta and Melilla. That same evening, after the
press-dubbed “immigrant avalanches” and “invasions,” Zapatero and the prime

1

The official reason given by Zapatero’s government was that they would represent the interests
of Ceuta and Melilla in the meetings. The leaders of Zapatero’s party (PSOE) in Ceuta argued
that Ceuta and Melilla were not included in the RAN because they did not have competence over
the issues to be discussed in the meeting. Other parties argued that such lack of competence
over international affairs had not prevented other Autonomous Communities from participating in
other RANs. Finally, Zapatero was the first president to include Autonomous Communities in
RANs, so there are no other precedents by presidents of center-right parties.
2
Reports by the Spanish Civil Guard suggest that the shots that killed these people came from
the Moroccan police. Moroccan officials have denied these charges.
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minister of Morocco, Driss Jettu, presided over the conclusion of the RAN in
Seville. As expected after the tragic events on the border, journalists asked both
leaders many questions about what they planned to do in order to prevent similar
events from occurring in the future.

Both officials promised cooperation and

agreed that, nonetheless, the Spanish and Moroccan states hade made
improvements on immigration matters in 2004 and 2005. Then a journalist asked
Jettu a question regarding the possibility of joint Spanish and Moroccan
sovereignty over Ceuta and Melilla, especially considering the ongoing tragedies
along the border. Jettu passed the question to Zapatero, and then it happened:
Zapatero took a drink of water and simply avoided responding to the question.
His silence would awaken an already restless fear in many cristianos that
Spaniards outside of Ceuta are not willing to defend the Spanishness of Ceuta.
Meanwhile, back in Ceuta, tensions were already running high as the city
was flooded with journalists from throughout Europe, and many crisitanos
worried that once again they would be portrayed as unaccommodating
xenophobes.

In 1999, Sub-Saharan migrants squatted on the beach of

Calamocarro on the northern coast of Ceuta. After a fire burnt down the camp,
migrants rioted and their confrontations with the police made national news.
Now, after Zapatero avoided an opportunity to state that Ceuta’s Spanish
sovereignty was not in question, anger amongst cristianos intensified over the
weekend. The national senator from Ceuta declared in Congress that Zapatero
showed weakness in defending Ceuta’s Spanishness and never before had such
questioning of Ceuta’s sovereignty been left unanswered. The spokeswoman for

45

Ceuta’s government forcefully stated that “Spanishness of Ceuta cannot be
questioned” ("Ceuta y Melilla, decepcionadas" 2005).

On the following

Wednesday, October 5, ceutíes began receiving text messages on their mobile
telephones urging them to concentrate in front of the central governments’
delegation building in Ceuta to respond to “Zapatero’s indecisiveness.” A local
newspaper reported that by eight in the evening anywhere from two to three
thousand ceutíes, mostly cristianos, had taken to the streets to shout “Ceuta es
Española” (“Ceuta is Spanish”) (Echarri 2005).3 Such demonstrations are an
example of what I would like to call “narratives of Spanishness”—essentially,
affirmations by cristianos about the people, places, and actions that legitimately
constitute Ceuta as belonging to the national political and territorial entity of
Spain.

The chants of “Ceuta es Española” were an overt expression to

outsiders, which in this case included other Spaniards, particularly government
officials in Madrid, of something that all cristianos readily and frequently affirm:
that Ceuta is unquestionably Spanish.
The protest by mostly cristianos was explicit in its manifestation of
Spanishness because it took the form of a political demonstration where oneliners and a show of collective unity were the main vehicles of communication.

3

The following day Zapatero stated during a press conference that the Spanishness of Ceuta and
Melilla was not in question, but for many ceutíes, that statement came too late. In addition, in
January 2006 Zapatero made an official visit to Ceuta, which had not occurred in the previous 25
years.
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However, narratives of Spanishness in Ceuta transcend governmental politics
and public manifestations. Although the actions of politicians can cause a sense
of urgency among cristianos to defend the Spanishness of their territory, the
creation and reproduction of the knowledge that assures cristianos of their
Spanishness is a common concern.

For many cristianos, the Spanishness of

Ceuta is embedded in their memories of a land that has for centuries served as a
border beyond borders. When cristianos articulate memories about Ceuta’s past,
they often engage in narratives that reaffirm a desire to be part of the Spanish
nation and state.
In this chapter, I want to explore historical and personal narratives of
Spanishness in order to understand how cristianos, imagine and represent their
community as part of a Spanish nation-state. The fact that cristianos tend to
think of Spain as a “nation-state” is itself indicative of Ceuta’s political past and
contemporary marginalization within the Spanish state.

The contemporary

Spanish state is home to various regional nationalism and political autonomies,
but since Ceuta is not fully integrated into this quasi-federalist state, cristianos
are outsiders looking into a relatively coherent nation and state.4 As a result,

4

The relative coherence of the Spanish state is relative to struggles of Autonomous Communities
who want more autonomy from the central government. Ceuta and Melilla do not figure into
these debates because they are considered a special case (in the Spanish Constitution), which
means that for the people of Ceuta and Melilla, their struggle to be Autonomous communities
precedes any argument about the relationship between Autonomous Communities and the
central government.

47

cristianos’ narratives of Spanishness are peculiarly local in the expression of
Spanish nationalism.
In order to explore how cristianos imagine and represent Ceuta as part of
the Spanish nation-state, I have first chronologically ordered various historical
narratives of Spanishness from cristianos that I encountered during fieldwork and
in the local historical literature. I then explain how these historical and everyday
narratives of Spanishness respond to events in the twentieth century that have
created doubt about Ceuta’s Spanishness for outsiders (for example, as
cristianos responded to Zapatero’s silence).

I particularly pay attention to

cristianos’ expressed fears of the eroding Spanishness of the exclave as
musulmanes continue to gain influence and Morocco maintains its claims over
Ceuta.

Finally, I place cristianos’ historical and everyday narratives of

Spanishness within a theoretical framework of nationalism in order to understand
postcoloniality in Ceuta. I will address how musulmanes imagine and represent
themselves as part of a local and national community in the next chapter.

Historical Narratives of Spanishness
In September 2004, I arrived in Ceuta for ten months of research. My arrival
coincided with the beginning of Ceuta’s 2004 Historical Conference.

The

Instituto de Estudios Ceutíes (“Institute for the Study of Ceuta” or IEC) organized
the conference. The IEC is dedicated to fomenting contemporary and historical
studies of Ceuta. Its board of directors is mostly comprised of local scholars that
are in charge of setting a research agenda. Most who work for the IEC volunteer
their time. The IEC is divided into four sections: history and archaeology, social
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sciences, sciences and architecture, and music and fine arts. The institute is
independent in its research agenda, but it is funded and overseen by Ceuta’s
government.
The participants in the 2004 conference, most of them ceutíes, clearly
stated the importance that historical projects had in establishing the Spanishness
of Ceuta.

The conference was, with the exception of a few people, mostly

attended by cristianos of all adult ages.

The director of the IEC, Simón

Chamorro Moreno, organized the event and opened the ceremonies by noting an
increase in attendance to the conference since its inception in 1997. He then
talked about the importance of historical conferences by proclaiming that “history
is a symbol of identity,” and in Ceuta it has a “special strategic value and could
very well influence its future.” The president of Ceuta, Juan Vivas, echoed this
sentiment during the official closing ceremony, an act that ritually connected the
historical projects presented in the conference with the most important figure in
local politics.5 The idea that historical research can influence the city’s future
appeared as a direct challenge to those in the Peninsula and Morocco that
question the Spanishness of Ceuta. On this particular occasion, participants’
historical research coincided with the responsibility of political leaders and

5

Indeed, as an institute created and sponsored by the local government, cristiano politicians
often speak about the IEC as an example of their cultural and educational interests.
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ordinary citizens to defend the Spanishness of the exclave to anyone who might
question it.
The theme for the 2004 conference was “Everyday Life in Ceuta
throughout Time.” The first orator, Carlos Posac Mon, discussed sentimental
stories from the first years of the nineteenth century, when Ceuta was a prisoncity.

During the course of the presentation, he described a foreign writer’s

narrative of his years imprisoned in Ceuta. In his writings the foreigner had
characterized the city in such a way that, according to the orator, would lead the
reader of his narratives to believe that “the street signs were written in Arabic
throughout the city and all the way to El Hacho” (the mountain on the
easternmost point in Ceuta). Apparently, this foreign observer thought of Ceuta
as a northern extension of Morocco.

This comment brought laughter to an

otherwise serious and observant audience. This improvised joke between orator
and audience is an example of how cristianos embed Spanishness in historical
narratives of the city.
William O. Beeman (2001) explains that humor typically involves four
stages: the set up, the paradox, the dénouement, and the release. During Posac
Mon’s presentation, the set up for the joke is a foreign observer describing Ceuta
early in the nineteenth century; but we can also surmise that to Posac Mon and
members of the audience the foreign observer represents the prototypical
outsider who is not familiar with Ceuta.

The foreign observer’s particular

description of Ceuta that constructs the exclave as an extension of Northern
Morocco creates the paradox.

In this instance, Posac Mon paraphrased the
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foreigner’s description as one “that would lead us to believe that signs were
written in Arabic throughout the city.” The dénouement, which is “the point at
which the initial and subsequent frames are shown to co-exist, creating tension,”
comes almost immediately after the audience realizes that even nineteenth
century outsiders confused Ceuta with the Arab world. The dénouement leads to
a release of laugher in which the audience can express amusement at what they
would otherwise consider an offensive remark.

It was permissible to laugh

because the foreigner made the mistake a long time ago; furthermore, it was also
important that the audience was almost completely composed of cristianos since
the absent musulmanes are assumed to have an affinity with the Arab world.
This is why the person who presents the joke “must assess the audience
carefully, particularly regarding their pre-existing knowledge” (Beeman 2001:99).
The audience’s laughter was indicative of an overall sentiment that
foreigners often confuse Ceuta with the Arab world and are ignorant of the true
Spanishness of their land. However, humor is not a common feature of such
narratives because the fear of losing Ceuta to Morocco is real, especially for
cristianos who feel that they would have to migrate to the Peninsula if that
happened. All cristianos with whom I talked about the Spanishness of Ceuta
argued that their city was undoubtedly part of Spain and used the history of the
city as evidence.

Most musulmanes might also support the Spanishness of

Ceuta, but they do not use the same historical narratives that cristianos use. I
have arranged the following historical narratives in chronological order. They
serve two functions in this chapter: First, they present interactional and textual
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instances in which cristianos project Spanishness into Ceuta’s history. Second,
they also give the reader a historical background of Ceuta—albeit, a partial
one—which is critical for understanding the exclave’s contemporary geopolitical
ambiguity.
From prehistory to the nineteenth century
Settlers, travelers, and armies have inhabited Ceuta throughout the millennia
because of its strategic geographical location at the crux of the European and
African continents.

According to local archeologists, the recent findings of a

Paleolithic site on the mountain of Benzu, next to the Spanish/Moroccan border,
suggest the presence of hominans anywhere from 70,000 to 250,000 years ago.
During the 2004 Historical Conference, various presenters touted these
archaeological findings as an indication that Ceuta might have been the crossing
point from Africa to Europe during the Paleolithic.

Ceuta’s official website6

provides a brief description of Ceuta’s prehistory. In it, the author describes the
importance of the archeological findings:
The excavation of the cave and shallow cave of Benzú shows a human
habitat that included lithic tools identical to those found on the other side
of the Strait… Without any doubt, we find ourselves before one of the first
intercontinental journeys that we know of and whose protagonist elected
our land as a crossing point, as other peoples would continue doing in the
centuries to come. (Gómez Barceló 2002; emphasis added)

6

The local government maintains the website (www.ceuta.es).
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Here, the author’s use of “our land” represents a straightforward projection of the
present onto a prehistoric past. This archeological finding is not direct evidence
of a Spanish past, rather, the author incorporates the findings into a domain of
knowledge used by local historians to shape Ceuta’s heritage.
The strait of Gibraltar was for millennia the only way out of the
Mediterranean by water.

Throughout history, many peoples have occupied

Ceuta and valued its strategic military and fishing location. According to Ceuta’s
historians, ancient Greeks featured Ceuta in myths that mentioned its geological
formations and natural resources. Homer might have recognized Gibraltar as
Scylla and Ceuta as Charybdis, and perhaps these two natural monuments are
Hercules’ mythical columns (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998:17). During the first
century B.C., Phoenician and Hellenic conquerors may have settled the lands of
Ceuta and set up fishing ports. Carthaginians also left their marks in the Strait of
Gibraltar. Romans later built in Ceuta a fishing outpost for their empire. Local
historians argue that it is likely that under Roman rule a Christian cult formed in
the city.
At least since the 4th Century A.D., a flourishing Christian community
existed in Ceuta. In the isthmus, next to the salt fish factory, a basilica
has been discovered that illustrates the vigor of this community…the
basilica constitutes a finding of exceptional importance since it is the most
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important worship building discovered in all of Tingitana7 at the present
moment. (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998:17).
For cristianos familiar with this bit of history, the early presence of Christianity not
only confirms the existence of an integral symbol of Spanish religious identity, but
it also demonstrates that Ceuta was Christian hundreds of years before it was
Muslim. Pedro, an amateur historian in his mid fifties, walked with me to the
Basilica to tell me about its history. He told me “too many different peoples have
passed through Ceuta for Moroccans to claim Ceuta, they cannot claim Ceuta
because it was Arab during the Middle Ages because Christians lived in Ceuta
long before Muslims came here.” Once again, archeological evidence becomes
part of a domain of historical knowledge that local historians can use to repudiate
arguments against the Spanishness of Ceuta.
The history of Ceuta continues with Vandals, Visigoths, and Byzantines,
who occupied and battled over Ceuta from the fifth to the seventh century
(Correa de Franca 1999 [XVIII c.]). Ceuta’s historians explain that in 709 the
infamous Count D. Julian “surrendered” to advancing Arab armies, two years
before Arabs launched their invasion of the Iberian Peninsula. Over the next 700
years, various Arab rulers fought for control of the city. Nearby Berber tribes
often sacked an unfortified Ceuta. At one point, the city was abandoned (Gómez
Barceló, et al. 1998:28).

7

Tingitana is a peninsula that comprises the Northwestern tip of Morocco.
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Under Islamic rulers, Ceuta became a trading post where Christians,
Jews, and Muslims coexisted as they did at the time in the Iberian Peninsula.
The history of Ceuta as a Muslim city is long and complex, and local and outside
historians have published important works about the subject. In 2002, the IEC
even dedicated one of its historical conferences to the subject (Instituto de
Estudios Ceutíes 2002). However, Ceuta’s Muslim past remains out of sight and
mind, dwarfed by Portuguese and Spanish history and artifacts. There are two
well-known archeological remains from the city’ Islamic era: a bathhouse and the
remaining walls from a medieval military fortification. The local government has
recently restored the bathhouse, but the fort walls are unprotected from the
elements and in terrible structural shape. Regardless of the reasons for such
carelessness with part of the city’s Islamic ruins,8 many cristianos believe that
Ceuta’s Muslim past is unimportant to musulmanes because musulmanes lack
interest in their own history.
Even those cristianos who genuinely appreciate Ceuta’s Muslim past have
to measure how much importance they place on that period when representing
the city’s history. Usually, cristianos (and ceutíes in general) invoke the city’s
Muslim history as part of the Ceuta’s contemporary heritage of convivencia,

8

Of course, the main reason is that neither the national nor the local government has provided
limited funds for the preservation and tourist development of the fort walls. It is difficult to
understand the precise reasons why government officials at the national and local levels have
failed to adequately protect and restore the walls.
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which allows a great “Islamic civilization” to be part of Ceuta’s “rich history”
without

conceding that Ceuta is naturally contiguous with Morocco.

Nevertheless, the event that most cristianos remember and celebrate from the
medieval period is the day of Saint Daniel and Martyred Comrades. Ceuta’s
governor, Arbaldo, ordered the execution of Daniel and six of his companions on
October 10, 1227 for preaching the Christian gospel. Saint Daniel is now the
patron saint of Ceuta, and every year the Saint Daniel Society holds festivities
and religious ceremonies. It is also an official local holiday.
The Reconquista (“re-conquest”) of Southern Spain that culminated with
the expulsion of Muslim rulers from the Peninsula in 1492 has been one of the
most important symbols of historic identity for Spaniards, especially those in
Southern Spain. As expected, cristianos reminded me of this bit of history in
various informal settings: in bars, over dinner, in the Assembly, in cafés, and on
walks with friends. Despite the separation of the Catholic Church from the state
after Francisco Franco’s dictatorship ended in 1975, the triumph of Catholicism
over Islam is still indicated by many state-sponsored rituals, traditions, and
everyday practices—especially in Ceuta and Melilla (Driessen 1992; Stallaert
1998).
In Ceuta, the arrival of the Portuguese in 1415 and subsequent Spanish
sovereignty in 1640 are focal points of historical narratives of Spanishness. The
historical importance placed by cristianos on the arrival of the Portuguese and
Spaniards obfuscates Ceuta’s Arab past. These historical narratives also extend
the spirit of the Reconquista—that Spaniards re-conquered territory that was
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rightfully theirs—over the Iberian Peninsula to Northern Africa shores.

For

example, the city’s old official website9 concluded the section on Ceuta’s
Medieval Epoch by stating,
In a manner similar to how the Islamic invasion was launched, from south
to north of the Strait, and was repeated time and time again for seven
hundred years, the Iberian Reconquista again saves the vestibule of the
Mediterranean, now from north to south, and Ceuta is taken by
Portuguese hands. (emphasis added)
The webpage’s description of the end of Portuguese Domination reads quite
different from the description of the end of the Islamic era. The text describes the
existence of a “brotherhood” through inherited symbols between Spain and
Portugal that would continue in the “history and sentiments of ceutíes.” In official
and popular narratives of Ceuta’s Reconquista, one can always expect cristianos
to point out that Portuguese and Spanish “long before the Moroccan state came
into existence.”10
On August 21, 1415 the King of Portugal, Juan I, invaded Ceuta and
quickly took over land left by fleeing Berbers, although Arabs and Berbers
continued their attacks during Portuguese rule.

Those attacks prompted the

strengthening of fortifications around the city, which began to shape the urban
landscape of what today is known as El Centro (Gómez Barceló 2002). The
Spanish and Portuguese crowns unified in 1580, but when Portugal rebelled and

9

This website <www.ciceuta.es> no longer exists.
Cristianos reason that either that Morocco only came into existence in 1956 or was not truly
organized as a coherent state in the fifteenth century.
10
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separated from Spain in 1640, ceutíes remained loyal to Spain’s Phillip IV by
voting in a referendum to remain a Spanish territory.
Cristianos who spoke to me about this historical period portrayed Portugal
as a dear old friend and even a savior, as the quote above indicates. In fact, the
IEC dedicated its first historical conference in 1997 to exploring Ceuta and
Portugal’s “common history”. Unlike its Arab past, Ceuta’s Portuguese history is
part of its Spanish heritage. In the Salutation of the published proceedings from
the 1997 conference, the Provincial Director of the Ministry of Education and
Culture at the time wrote the following:
The selection of the Portuguese period for the commencement of this
series of conferences is motivated by a principal reason: because it is a
scarcely known period, even though during this period the signs of identity
and the most significant symbols of Ceuta are still present. (Gordillo Durán
2001:15; emphasis added)11
Alberto Baeza Herrazti, a prominent local historian, also describes
Portugal’s conquest of Ceuta as a legitimate reconquest of a territory previously
occupied by Christians under Roman rule in 4 A.D. He argues that the extension
of the Reconquista into Northern Africa was more than just militarily or
economically motivated decisions on the part of the Iberian empires, “Before the
appearance of Islam, the Christian religion was firmly established in North Africa.

11

As of 2007, this author is an active political member of the center-right Partido Popular (PP).
He has also had various political confrontations with members of parties of Muslim persuasion.
Several of my informants echoed his remarks during discussions about Ceuta’s history.
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Almost all inhabitants, and amongst them the Berbers, were Christian” (Baeza
Herrazti 2001:34).12
Today, these historical narratives explain the establishment of formal ties
between Ceuta’s government and Portuguese organizations (e.g., religious
fraternities) and the effort of the city’s tourist agency to attract Portuguese
visitors. More importantly, cristianos’ historical emphasis on the Reconquista
conflates a pre-Muslim Christian history of Ceuta with the post-1415 Portuguese
and Spanish presence to create a continuity that can only be defended through
an emphatic “cristianoness” that stands in for Spanishness in history. However,
today some of the city’s most prominent historians emphasize Ceuta’s diverse
past, rather than just its Christian past, when directly addressing the question of
historical sovereignty. Their point is that so many peoples that have occupied
Ceuta, that Morocco cannot claim the exclave for itself. The argument that Spain
can claim Ceuta as its own is more commonly put forth in terms of international
law (Ballesteros 2004).
Sixteen years after Ceuta declared its allegiance to the Crown of Castile,
King Phillip IV rewarded Ceuta with the title of “Always Noble and Loyal” in 1656.
This longstanding loyalty of Ceuta to the Spanish Crown is today ironic given the
grief that many ceutíes, particularly cristianos, experience in hoping that Spain

12

Of course, many Berbers were also Jews (Deshen and Zenner 1996), and many others
practiced non-Christian religions.
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does not surrender Ceuta to Morocco. City officials’ continued use of this title is
also telling of how Ceuta stands politically in relation to the Spanish nation: While
the most newsworthy contemporary constitutional reforms throughout the rest of
Spain are about greater autonomy for Basques and Catalans from the Spanish
state, Ceuta and Melilla are quietly seeking to be more equally incorporated into
the Spanish nation. Many ceutíes think that Ceuta, “always noble and loyal”
unlike the Basques and Catalans, is not on a quest to destroy the Spanish
nation.

Interestingly, a national survey conducted in December 2005 by the

Center for Sociological Investigations showed that 78% of ceutíes are “Very
Proud” to be Spanish, which is significantly higher than 49% of the general
population (CIS 2005).13
The history of Ceuta from the seventeenth century onward has been the
subject of most local historical studies.

From 1694 until his death in 1727,

Moroccan monarch Muley Ismail threatened Ceuta with multiple military attacks.
In 1704, Ceuta resisted English forces that had earlier overtaken Gibraltar. In
response, the Spanish further increased Ceuta’s military fortifications. With the
expulsion of Jewish merchants in 1708, the Spanish solidified the Christian
nature of the exclave. Muslims and Jews had to move outside of the city’s walls.

13

I have some reservations about the sampling method used for establishing comparison
between different Spanish communities: There were 250 people sampled in Ceuta, whereas
other communities had sampling numbers that nearly totaled one thousand. Nonetheless, I have
presented this data because my ethnographic research supports it.
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They were allowed to come into the city during the day, but late in the evening, a
cannon shot served as a signal for all non-Christians to leave the city.14 Despite
the very real hostilities between Christians and non-Christians, Spaniards had to
establish some interactions with “Moors” in order to maintain better control of
their North African territories.
For example, an interesting and well-read15 historical text in Ceuta relates
the story of the arrival in 1792 of a group of soldiers from Oran, a city and port in
Algeria (Arques and Gibert 1992 [1928]).

These “Moors” had been a loyal

indigenous force to the Spanish military since the sixteenth century. Once in
Ceuta, the Spanish military integrated their unit with other Moroccan indigenous
forces. The soldiers from Oran were a recognized unit up until the twentieth
century. These soldiers did not practice Islam and were some of the first North
Africans that the Spanish considered “friendly Moors.”16
This is a distinction that still exists today. Jose, a retired military man in
his early sixties explained that one can still find “humble” and “friendly” Moors in
rural Morocco; but the worst, most “unappreciative” Moors are found in Ceuta.
Cristianos also point to the history of the local census that shows that Muslims
were counted for the first time at the end of the nineteenth century. The “friendly
Moors” from Oran and the absence of Muslims until late in the nineteenth century

14

This cannon shot is still a daily military ritual.
Well-read among ceutíes with interest in Ceuta’s history.
16
Arques and Gibert (1992 [1928]) do not specify the religious practices of these soldiers.
15
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are part of an important argument for cristianos about unquestionable historical
evidence of Ceuta’s Spanishness. On various occasions, cristianos, after telling
me these historical facts, went on to talk about how the increased presence of
musulmanes in Ceuta has only occurred over the latter part of the twentieth
century. For them, this demonstrates that musulmanes are for the most part
recent arrivals, and the ones that arrived earlier were much different from the
ones that live there today.
Other historical narratives about Ceuta in the nineteenth century create an
emotive past to which ceutíes today can relate. At the end of the eighteenth
century, the first prisoners from the revolutionary movements in the Americas
were jailed in Ceuta. Throughout the nineteenth century and until 1912, Ceuta
served Spain as a city-prison where inmates freely moved within the city walls.
By the second half of the nineteenth century, the city significantly expanded its
borders during the War of Africa (1859-1860) into what is today known as the
Campo Exterior (Carabaza and de Santos 1992:38-39).17 Consequently, there
was room for demographic and economic growth within the city. These factors,
coupled with the Spanish Crown’s growing colonial interest in Northern Africa,
were key ingredients for the development of a civil society within the military fort
and prison. Eventually members of this civil society began campaigning for the

17

Today, the Campo Exterior comprises over 50% of Ceuta’s total land mass. (Carabaza and de
Santos 1992: 38-39).

62

end of the penitentiary that encompassed the whole city; and they were
responsible for the creation of important architectural landmarks, newspapers,
and celebrations.

It was during this period that Patron Feasts were first

celebrated in honor of the Virgin of Africa, a Catholic religious figure first brought
by the Portuguese (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998:30).
However, perhaps the most important characteristic that accompanies
narratives of this period is a sentiment of lamentation.

Various historians

expressed sadness at how the transformation of Ceuta into a prison delayed the
economic and cultural modernization of the city until the twentieth century. One
historian identified the prison as the cause of one of the earliest rejection of
Ceuta by peninsular Spaniards: “The damage caused to the image of the city that
had been forging in Spanish society was also grave. Given the harsh everyday
life in the prison, Ceuta, in the Spanish imaginary, was converted into an
authentic “cemetery of free men” (Martín Corrales 2004:32).
The sad tone with which some cristianos remember the prison-city as a
historical reality of their ancestors are critical components of the representation of
Ceuta as part of a nation. Those ceutíes who weave historical accounts while
defending the Spanish essence of the exclave locate their historical sense of
community in this period.

This historical community is today remembered

through family ancestors, buildings, festivals, or the quiet beaches where
fishermen once practiced their trade. This emotive past stands in sharp contrast
to the historical developments of the twentieth century that included colonization,
decolonization, and the Spanish Civil War. The history of Ceuta in the twentieth
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century has made it necessary for many cristianos to employ the historical
narratives of Spanishness that are championed by protestors when they cry out
“Ceuta is Spanish.”
A Question of Nation: Ceuta in the Twentieth Century
The events that transpired in Ceuta during the twentieth century have created a
critical necessity for the dissemination of historical narratives of Spanishness
among ceutíes. This is because the colonial relationship between Spain and
Morocco cast a shadow of doubt over the Spanishness of Ceuta; furthermore,
the splintering of Franco’s unified Spain put Ceuta’s political status in a
precarious position, neither here nor there as part of the Spanish nation. Two
major and overlapping periods frame the history of the city in the 1900s: the
establishment of the French and Spanish Protectorates in Morocco from 1912 to
1956 and Franco’s fascist dictatorship from 1936 to 1975.

The historical

documentation of these periods is extensive, and I do not wish to reproduce a
summary of its entirety. Rather, what follows are the events that affected the
political status of Ceuta in such a way that has led Peninsular Spaniards and
Moroccans to today question Ceuta’s Spanishness. Unlike the previous section,
what follows is my own historical summary and political economic analysis of
how the twentieth century has shaped contemporary narratives of Spanishness.
At the beginning of the twentieth century, European interests in Northern
Africa were at their peaks.

Already, France ruled Algeria and Tunisia, and

England ruled Egypt and the Sudan. Morocco was still up for grabs, and France
was determined to occupy it. Eventually the French got their way, but only under
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the condition that Spain would serve as a buffer between the French in southern
Morocco and the British in Gibraltar; in addition, both France and England
recognized that Ceuta and Melilla could serve Spain in their expansion and
control of the northern territories (Carabaza and de Santos 1992:43-44).

In

1912, Spain established its Protectorate over northern Morocco, and Ceuta
played an important role in its economic, military, and administrative
development. The capital of the Protectorate was set up in Tetuán, 26 miles
south of Ceuta. This resulted in an increase of military troops in Ceuta, the need
for labor to construct a port and mine for construction materials, the construction
of a railway between Ceuta and Tetuán, and the erection of new homes and
neighborhoods throughout the Campo Exterior (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998:31).
Most importantly, the military finally abolished the prison-city in 1912, which
allowed the existing civil society to flourish—albeit, adjacent to a colonized and
still heavily militarized territory.
Table 2.1 illustrates how Ceuta obtained its contemporary high-density
urban character during the Protectorate. The population of Ceuta was 7,114 in
1857 and 13,269 in 1900. In 1960, four years after the end of the Protectorate, it
had grown to 73,182. These numbers represent a population increase of 451.5%
from 1900 to 1960, whereas the population increase at the national level was
only 64.3% over the same period.

Contrastingly, from 1960 to 2005, the

population of Ceuta only increased 2.9% with a total population of 75,276 in
2005, whereas Spain’s total population increased was 46.19% over the same
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period.18 This brief demographic snapshot suggests that Spain’s colonization of
northern Morocco was instrumental in the growth and development of Ceuta.
Year

Population

Growth

1857

7,114

1900

13,269

86.5% over 43 years

1960

73,182

451.5% over 60 years

2005

75,276

2.9% over 45 years

Table 2.1 Ceuta's Demographic History

Spain’s military forces in Northern Africa during the twentieth century
played an important role in how Peninsular Spaniards and Moroccans across the
border think about Ceuta and Melilla. During the War of Morocco (1909-1927),
Spanish forces battled Moroccan rebels throughout the colony. The war began
when Berber rebels attacked miners in 1909 for control over mineral rich
territories south of Melilla. The war was bloody and unpopular in Spain, and in
1909 massive protests and conflicts erupted in Barcelona as Spanish troops
were called to fight in Melilla—an event known in Spain as the Tragic Week
because of the violent confrontations between Spanish troops and protestors in
the streets of Barcelona. Worst yet, in 1921 a military catastrophe occurred

18

I obtained these population figures from the Instituto Nacional de Estadística’s online database
at www.ine.es.
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when Berber troops killed thousands of Spanish troops in Annual (120km east of
Ceuta). Spain’s history books also commonly note this military tragedy.
General Primo de Rivera, who in 1923 had taken control of the Spanish
government via coup d’état, finally presided over the “pacification” of the
Protectorate in 1925 when he disembarked in the Bay of Alhucemas (140 km
east of Ceuta). His arrival foreshadowed the end of the War of Morocco in 1927
with the surrender of Abd el Krim, the chief Riffian rebel leader. But Primo de
Rivera was not remembered as a hero by ceutíes because for years he held the
opinion that Spain should consider surrendering Ceuta to the British in exchange
for Gibraltar (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998:31-32). Furthermore, the war created a
rift in the military between those more willing to “acquiesce with the indigenous
realities” and those who “stood out for their harsh and pure bellicose actions”
(Morales Lezcano 1993:25). A young General Francisco Franco was among the
latter.
In 1936, five years after the establishment of the democratic Second
Republic, Franco launched an attack on the Spanish government from the shores
of Ceuta to commence the Spanish Civil War, which lasted until 1939. As had
happened during the Protectorate, during the Civil War Franco recruited
Moroccans to fight in the War. These so-called “Moorish Troops” served in the
Moroccan military after it gained its independence in 1956, but many remained in
Ceuta with their families for years to come.
The French and Spanish Protectorates in Morocco officially ended in
1956, though the process of transition lasted until 1966. Although Franco had
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hoped to one day extend Spain’s territories in Northern Africa, a brewing
nationalist movement in Morocco ended all colonial ambitions. Spain did not
resist decolonization in the same repressive manner of the French had in
southern Morocco and Algeria, but various territories throughout Morocco
remained part of Spain.
Following Moroccan independence, Franco made Ceuta, Melilla, and
several small islets off the northern coast of Morocco sovereign entities
incorporated into Spain’s territorial and administrative state. Spain granted other
Moroccan territories the statute of “provinces” but later returned them to Morocco
after small-scale armed resistance and protests by Morocco in the United
Nations. Spain never included Ceuta in the lists submitted to the United Nations
of territories for decolonization.

Spanish diplomats claimed that Ceuta and

Melilla were essential to the political and historical integrity of the Spanish nation
(Ballesteros 2005). In 1960, the UN did not include Ceuta in its decolonization
study.

Nonetheless, Morocco has claimed all Spanish territories in Northern

Africa since its independence in 1956.
After the Franco regime ended in the 1970s, Ceuta remained Spanish; but
Morocco’s claim has greatly influenced the political status of the exclave. When
Spain’s central government ratified the current constitution on 27 December
1978, Ceuta and Melilla were left in a special territorial situation relative to the
seventeen Autonomous Communities that today make up Spain. The question of
how Ceuta and Melilla fit into the new political puzzle was only partially
answered.

Instead, the framers of the constitution reached an ambiguous
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compromise in which Ceuta and Melilla remained territories of Spain, but the
central government retained most administrative duties.

However, the

constitution includes a resolution that leaves open the possibility for Ceuta and
Melilla to become Autonomous Communities.

The fifth clause of the

constitution’s “transitory dispositions” reads as follows:
The cities of Ceuta and Melilla will be able to constitute themselves as
Autonomous Communities if it is decided by their local government
through an accord adopted by the absolute majority of its members and if
it so authorized by the General Courts [national legislature] through an
organic law in the terms stated in article 144.
This compromise is ambiguous in various respects. In a more general
sense, it is ambiguous because the constitution fails to explicitly delineate what
territories are integral to the Spanish nation and state. Since the framers did not
constitute Ceuta and Melilla as Autonomous Communities, it is always possible
to question if they are integral to the Spanish nation and state. However, even
more interesting is the ambiguity of the compromise itself. Historically, Spanish
and military leaders of all political persuasions have had very different opinions
about returning the exclaves to Morocco. Since the establishment of the 1978
constitution, the question of Ceuta has never been a centerpiece in the
ideological formation of the two main national center-right and center-left parties.
This lack of commitment to the question of Ceuta’s status makes many ceutíes
suspicious that a locally adopted statute of autonomy would ever gain approval in
the national legislature. Therefore, ceutíes, particularly cristianos, feel that the
compromise reached in the constitution is essentially, and although not stated
explicitly, one with the Kingdom of Morocco. Moreover, Spain and Morocco have
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often ignored ceutíes in geopolitical matters in which ceutíes stand right in the
middle of the two nations, as their exclusion from the RAN meetings
demonstrates.
Even if the future of Ceuta as an Autonomous Community is
constitutionally secure, the historical legacies of the Protectorate and Franco’s
regime still linger.

Regardless of what the constitution states, for some

peninsular Spaniards the two legacies are inseparable. For example, in Madrid,
a scholar with leftist political views warned me that Ceuta was nothing more than
an old colony waiting to be liberated. Days later, after I had awaken in the train
after an overnight trip from Madrid to Algeciras (the port city from which one
travels to Ceuta), the man in the next door cabin explained to me that there was
just something different about Ceuta, “something about that place lets a visitor
know that he is no longer in Spain.”

For many Spaniards that are well

acquainted with their country’s history, the 1909 Tragic Week in Barcelona and
the 1921 disaster in Annual serve as reminders of the worst of their country’s
colonial past. In addition, the military repression of the colonial era in northern
Morocco is one and the same with Franco’s fascist regime because they both
have their origins in Northern Africa. In fact, during the Civil War, Ceuta’s prisons
once again became repositories for those Spaniards who stood against the
status quo. In many ways, Ceuta reminds some Spaniards of an era that they
are often eager to forget.
Another unfortunate consequence of Franco’s dictatorship in Ceuta is
related to the political crisis caused by regional nationalisms.

The 1978
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Constitution favored devolution, which allowed a resurgence of regional
nationalisms variously opposed to the idea of the single unified Spanish nationstate trumpeted by Franco’s regime. Nowadays, devolution puts Ceuta at odds
with other current efforts of constitutional reform: While the rest of Spain
experiences a national identity crisis that features Basques and Catalans seeking
greater regional autonomy from the national government, ceutíes aspire to
become more Spanish by gaining the status of autonomous community through
constitutional reform. In the grand scheme of national politics, ceutíes appear to
be bucking with national trends.19
All these historical developments of the twentieth century are enough to
prompt cristianos to use historical narratives to defend the Spanishness of Ceuta.
Still, a more obvious matter makes narratives of Spanishness a necessity for
ceutíes: geography. Cristianos who deploy historical narratives of Spanishness
might be casualties of the very same principles of “nation” that they wish to
champion through their historical accounts. The Spanish Reconquista at the end
of the fifteenth century stopped on Northern Africa shores, not in southern Spain;
but most peninsular Spaniards do not appear to have internalized that fact. The
Muslim or “Moor” that served as an Other against which a Christian nation was

19

One could argue that the overwhelming domination of the center-right Popular Party in Ceuta
accounts for ceutíes aspiration to form part of the Spanish nation. However, most ceutíes on the
Left also aspire to become an Autonomous Community, and in doing so they also express their
hopes to be part of an ambiguously defined “Spanish nation.”
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constructed during the Reconquista, became the Moroccan quintessentially
associated with a North African landscape (Morales Lezcano 1988). Cristianos
deploy representations of a nation rooted in historical accounts that establish the
Spanishness of their land, but these very same historical accounts have
contributed to the perception that Ceuta and Melilla, as cities in continental
Africa, fall outside the natural boundedness of the Spanish nation in the Iberian
Peninsula. Therefore, the modern geographical divide between Spain and North
Africa is enough for Spaniards, and perhaps other Europeans, to discard Ceuta
as a “natural” part of Spain.
Furthermore, since the 1980s Spain has undergone massive economic
and political restructuring culminating with its incorporation into the European
Union. Liliana Suárez-Navaz explains how this resulted in the Europeanization
of Spain:
As a result of these shifts, we witness a final redrawing of the frontiers
between north and south. The Pyrenees, once the legal and symbolic
border between Spain and a “Europe” which lay to the North, disappeared
in the process of the construction of a free market and a European
citizenship. Or rather, the Pyrenees moved South, as it has often been
depicted in the mass media. (Suárez-Navaz 2004:2)
Ceutíes, particularly cristianos, see themselves as part of this new European
Spain. Unfortunately, the Europeanization of Spain has reified its continental
congruity with Europe, and for most Spaniards and Europeans it is common
sense that Africa is not Europe.

As a result, importunate questions about

Ceuta’s Spanishness and Europeaness are likely to continue, and ceutíes will
tirelessly continue to respond through historical discourses of Spanishness.
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The Exclusion of Musulmanes in Everyday Narratives of
Spanishness
This chapter has so far demonstrated that Ceuta is caught in a historical-political
web that has made it necessary for some ceutíes to deploy historical narratives
of Spanishness. Cristianos tell these narratives and mostly exclude musulmanes
from Ceuta’s past, with the exception of a Middle Ages history that ceutíes use to
foster Ceuta’s contemporary heritage of convivencia. For the most part, these
historical narratives are passive in their exclusion of musulmanes because the
narratives only dismiss Morocco’s historical claims over the enclave, but they do
not explicitly tell musulmanes that they are not part of Ceuta’s contemporary
historical heritage.
However, other narratives of Spanishness that are not historical in nature
often attach the argument of “Ceuta is Spanish and not Morocco” to the
argument “musulmanes are not Spaniards” or “musulmanes are going to end
Ceuta’s Spanishness.” Cristianos do not make explicit this sort of association in
official settings; but most everyday and informal narratives of Spanishness, both
Morocco and the Arab world are intimately associated with musulmanes in
Ceuta.20 In chapters 3 and 5 I will show how for musulmanes, their connection to

20

For most ceutíes, the Arab/Muslim world is comprised of Northern Africa and the Middle East.
Of course, for many religiously oriented musulmanes, the Muslim world extends beyond the Arab
world and is the same as the Ummah.
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Morocco and the Arab/Muslim world is quite complex.

For the moment, it

suffices to understand that most musulmanes have social and family ties to
Moroccans, but they also constantly affirm their Spanish citizenship and reject
Morocco’s claims over Ceuta.

Nonetheless, for many cristianos the

overwhelming and increasing influence of musulmanes in Ceuta represents an
immediate threat to the Spanishness of the exclave.

Therefore, it is not

surprising to find that most cristianos’ everyday narratives of Spanishness
directly or indirectly target musulmanes.
A walk with Juan
Juan is a man deeply immersed in broad social networks of family and friends
from his childhood. To walk the streets of Ceuta with Juan is to embark on an
excursion of amicable conversations and stories of Ceuta’s past. One day, after
a pick-up basketball game in the Marina Park near El Centro was cut short by
light rain and chilly winds, Juan invited a few of the guys for a walk around “El
Hacho,” the steep mountain on Ceuta’s easternmost point.

Juan, an avid

swimmer who regularly treads long distances along Ceuta’s coastline, was
surprised that no one, except for a lonely anthropologist always in search of
conversation, took him up on his offer for a walk. “Come on guys, why let a little
rain stop you from a little exercise?” Everyone else went home.
As we began our hike, we quickly immersed ourselves in talk about sports
and later about my impressions of Ceuta. Juan was always curious to know what
conclusions I had come to. I told him that I was very pleased with the warmth of
ceutíes, but that I needed to do more research before coming to any conclusions.
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After we came to the first steep hill on the northeastern side of the mountain, we
remained silent and focused on climbing. The windy rain only made our climb
more breathtaking, as the immenseness of the Atlantic Ocean and the
Mediterranean Sea appeared to fuse with the sky and its dense rain clouds.
Near the top of the hill, Juan broke the silence and pointed to the small
and crowded cemetery on the bottom of the hill near the coast. “My ancestors
are buried right there, and one day I will be buried there too. But I tell you
Gabriel, I am not sure that my children will also be buried here.” In that moment
of doubt about the future of his family, he pointed towards the raw dirt exposed
by road carved into the hillside and said, “I love this land, this is where I come
from.” He then lamented the possibility that one day Ceuta would no longer
being Spanish.
There was a brief moment of silence, but Juan was pensive. He quickly
launched into a political diatribe. He criticized center-left President Jose Luis
Rodriguez Zapatero for his weak stance against Morocco and praised former
center-right President José María Aznar López for his tough stance during the
crisis of the Isle of Perejil. Aznar, who was the president from 1995 to 2003,
presided over a non-violent military confrontation that began when a few
Moroccan soldiers planted their flag on the deserted Isle a few kilometers west of
Ceuta. In the same breath, Juan expressed his fear that “one day, soon, those
Moors are going to take over the local Assembly.” He shrugged his shoulders
and concluded, “That is just the way things are headed.” For Juan, that future is
inevitable.
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Fear, disillusion, and exclusion
Juan, like many other cristianos that I talked to, made virtually no distinction
between his fear of Ceuta being lost to Morocco and the growing political power
of musulmanes in the city. Fear is a common denominator of many everyday
narratives that defend the Spanishness of Ceuta. A young cristiano, who is a
socialist activist, confessed during the course of an interview that when he was
little his father used to tell him “in Ceuta one is born with a packed suitcase.” For
many cristianos, this is not only true figuratively, but reflects a reality in which
they have contingency plans in case Ceuta became part of Morocco. Some
cristianos told me that they and others own a second property in peninsular
Spain in case they have to leave Ceuta. Of course, this might also mesh well
with their plans to vacation and retire on the Peninsula, but it is also reasonable
to think that for some cristianos the fear of losing Ceuta to Morocco factors into
buying second homes outside of Ceuta. Furthermore, many young students and
professionals see no future for themselves in the city; in turn, some of their
parents feel that they themselves would have nothing left to do in Ceuta after the
departure of their children.
Yet many cristianos, like Juan, are not ready to leave.

They express

much pain and disillusion at the prospect of losing Ceuta, and they get angry at
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the whole situation.21 Emilio Cózar, a regular columnist for the local newspaper
El Faro, commented on Morocco’s hopes to one day annex Ceuta by suggesting
that musulmanes would not be predisposed to fight for Ceuta: “I am conscious
that a large majority of ceutíes of non-Spanish origin would opine to the contrary
[of Ceuta’s Spanishness]. They are in their own right, because if my origins were
not Spanish, I would think differently” (Cózar 2004:3). Cózar moves from a mere
suspicion of pro-Moroccan sentiments on the part of musulmanes, to a
presupposition of national allegiance based on geographic/national origins.22
Here, the very idea of musulmanes as “ceutíes of non-Spanish origin” creates a
prejudice that musulmanes are foreigners predisposed to irredentism. Indeed,
many cristianos suspect that musulmanes are more loyal to Morocco’s King, who
is also the spiritual leaders of Moroccans, than they are to the King of Spain.
During the course of fieldwork, I began to think more about this issue of
fear because it constantly appeared in my field notes. One day, I decided to ask
Francisco, a close cristiano friend in his late thirties, about this.

Without

hesitation, he provided his own analysis of two kinds of fears. First, there are

21

With regards to Juan’s comments about him wanting to be buried with his ancestors, Driessen
(1992:chapter 7) presents an interesting analysis of cemetery cults among cristianos in Melilla as
a way of establishing the Spanishness of their land despite territorial incongruity with the Iberian
Peninsula.
22
Of course, some musulmanes never lived in Morocco nor were they Moroccan citizens. They
went from stateless subjects to being Spaniards, although they were considered of “Moroccan
origins” when they became Spanish citizens and after. Chapter 3 has a more detailed
explanation of musulmanes’ history.
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those cristianos that fear the “Moor” himself. “These are people that will not even
cross the border to Morocco because they cannot stand to be surrounded by so
many of them.” Second, there are those that fear the future political status of
Ceuta and the possibility that their own Spanish government would shamelessly
hand over their land to Morocco. Francisco was among the latter. He even
explained that if Morocco took over Ceuta, he would not leave. “Many Spaniards
remained in Morocco after the Protectorate ended, and they continue to happily
live there until this day. So I would stay here.”
His explanation was useful, and it helped me understand that there are
different factors that mitigate how cristianos fear musulmanes. However, it also
became clear to me that most cristianos could not wholly disassociate a fear of
musulmanes from a fear of loosing Ceuta to Morocco. In later conversations,
Francisco was very skeptical of the willingness of most musulmanes to integrate,
and he attributed the increased prominence of musulmanes in the Assembly to
worsening the situation. He might not fear musulmanes as “dangerous Moors,”
but he certainly thinks that the current political and everyday tensions between
musulmanes and cristianos originate in the musulmán community.
The very concept of Spanishness, as cristianos defended it in all such
narratives that I encountered, disallows the possibility that a musulmán can stand
for the ideal of a Spaniard in Ceuta. Even the sizable minority of cristianos that
believe that musulmanes are an important part of Ceuta’s heritage have yet to
figure out a discourse of Spanishness that is fully inclusive of musulmanes.
Although not all narratives of Spanishness are inspired by fear of musulmanes’
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growing influence in Ceuta, many of these narratives index a historical past or
contemporary political ideologies that are indeed fearful, if not hostile, towards
musulmanes ascending to be Ceuta’s dominant community.

Ceuta as an Imagined Community
How ceutíes go about establishing Ceuta’s Spanishness is indicative of how they
imagine and represent Ceuta as part of the Spanish nation.

So far, I have

presented historical and everyday narratives of Spanishness told by cristianos.
On the one hand, historical narratives of Spanishness attempt to naturalize the
Spanishness

of

the

exclave

and

incorporate

prehistoric

and

non-

Spanish/Christian eras into a contemporary celebration of historical richness and
present-day convivencia. In doing so, cristianos respond to the challenges that
have emerged to Ceuta’s Spanishness after colonial and fascist regimes in the
twentieth century. On the other hand, everyday narratives of Spanishness also
respond to an immediate fear of musulmanes in the city that results from
socioeconomic inequalities and political conflicts in the local Assembly. Historical
narratives of Spanishness are more concerned with cristianos’ imagination of
Ceuta as part of a Spanish national community, and everyday narratives that
exclude musulmanes are more pertinent to the imagination of Ceuta as a local
community.
I want to end this chapter by placing cristianos’ sense of community within
a theoretical context from which I can explain how all ceutíes differently imagine
and represent themselves as part of a national community, which will be also
relevant for the next chapter. Central to this endeavor is the anthropological
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literature that argues that people differently conceptualize community, and that
communities are not just imagined, but also represented by members of any
given community.
Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities (1991) has influenced
anthropological research to an extent that the term “imagined communities” has
become paradigmatic for all sorts of communities other than nations. His work
allowed anthropologists to problematize and challenge naturalized and exclusive
rhetoric of the nation.

However, Gerald Creed (2004; 2006) argues that

anthropologists have largely ignored the question of what constitutes a “national
community” and mainly focused on its “imagined” quality. Creed explains that
the “romantic” characteristics of community, such as “uniformity, cohesion,
consensus, and cooperation,” are often still implicit in the anthropological usage
of “community.” Even when the purpose of the anthropologist is to point out that
romantic communities are unattainable, there seems to be a dearth of theoretical
developments of the concept of community (Creed 2004:57). Ironically, whereas
anthropologists have debated the homogenous versus the heterogeneous nature
of reified culture, Creed argues that anthropology has failed to theorize how
conflict and contestation are intrinsic to communities.23 Instead, he argues, “we
need to examine community as a culturally contingent notion and document what

23

Creed’s argument is not that anthropologist have not theorized contestation and conflict within
and between communities, but rather that contestation and conflict might be integral components
of how a particular heterogeneous community imagines itself.
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it means to particular people in local and historical contexts” (Creed 2004:57).
He articulates this theoretical position in his study of Bulgarian mumming rituals
through which rural Bulgarians incorporate ethnic conflict into local notions of
community. For ceutíes, the question of community is not necessarily one of
integrating conflict because ceutíes reject inter-community conflict in favor of
peaceful convivencia. Instead, the question of community hinges on Ceuta’s
territorial incongruity with peninsular Spain and its location in Africa.
Cristianos dispute Ceuta’s perceived geographic incongruity through
narratives of Spanishness, yet narratives of Spanishness vary in form and they
are not shared by musulmanes.

Here Anderson’s theory of imagined

communities is insufficient for explaining how ceutíes particularly (in relation to
other peninsular Spaniards) and differently (whether they are musulmanes or
cristianos) manifest Spanish nationalism in Ceuta.
Commenting on this theoretical deficiency, John Kelly and Martha Kaplan
argue that the Imagined Communities legacy has reproduced “an unexamined
evolutionism, a vague sense of necessity and inevitability to nation-states and
national community, and an unfortunate peripheralization of colonial political
dynamics” (Kelly and Kaplan 2001a:421). Kelly and Kaplan aim to revise the
political history of the nation-state by arguing that it only emerged at the end of
the Second World War and the establishment of the United Nations. This is
much later in world history than Anderson’s projection of the nation-state as a
product of the Enlightenment late in the eighteenth century. They argue that the
idea that nation-states are self-determined, symmetrical, and horizontal was only

81

established worldwide with the decolonization movement in the latter half of the
twentieth century. Before that, so-called European nation-states were empires
and held a hierarchical worldview. The decolonization movement that followed
WWII, the authors argue, clearly benefited political and economic interests of the
U.S. in the postwar period in relation to its European competitors (Kelly and
Kaplan 2001a:426-428).
Kelly and Kaplan essentially reject Anderson’s dialectical approach in
which the nation is part of “some sort of general stage of history” and instead
favor a dialogical account in which
…even global history is a series of planned and lived responses to specific
circumstances that were also irreducibly constituted by human subjects,
creating not a single vast chain of ‘the subject’ changed by ‘the object’ and
vice versa, but a dense, complex network of individual and collective
subjects continually responsive to each other. (Kelly and Kaplan
2001a:423-424)
In order to access this “dense, complex network,” they elaborate the concept of
“represented communities” (Kelly and Kaplan 2001b) with which they can better
grasp what is being represented in a community—as opposed an a priori
conceptualization of how communities are imagined.

This formulation is

particularly useful when trying to determine how some imagined communities
prevail over others, “Actual regimes of representation, routines legal and
otherwise, constitute the communities represented” (Kelly and Kaplan 2001b:99).
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Although I am not in complete agreement with Kelly and Kaplan’s assessment of
world history and outright rejection of Marxist theory,24 I find their theoretical
framework useful for approaching questions of how ceutíes representations of
community are tied to the exclave’s history.
Creed and Kelly and Kaplan’s theoretical insights about imagined
communities allow me to probe any cultural difference between musulmanes and
cristianos in relation to how they imagine and represent communities. Of course,
if we delve into Ceuta’s history, we find a colonial relationship that has itself been
at the crux of any divergences that today exists between cristianos and
musulmanes with regard to community.

Nonetheless, “history” needs to be

disambiguated and should not be reduced to a simplistic formula where an even
more vague “colonialism” explains all contemporary differences and inequalities
between musulmanes and cristianos.

Let me then return to the question of

territorial incongruity in order to place it within a historical context of colonialism.
Ceutíes have Ceuta in common.

Beyond that, ceutíes have to make

sense of the fact that they live in Spain, Europe, and Africa. As we have seen
throughout this chapter, cristianos are particularly concerned with demonstrating

24

Concerning world history, Kelly and Kaplan completely ignore the Spanish and Portuguese
Empires and the subsequent wars for independence in the Americas in the nineteenth century
(Were not the newly independent South American countries nation-states?). Furthermore, I feel
that their dismissal of Marxist theory is important to their overall argument, yet they allow no more
than a few pages to this criticism and do not address the work of any post-Marxists (e.g., Williams
1977). Nonetheless, these flaws do not invalidate their take on dialectics in historical analyses.
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that they are in Spain, i.e., narrating the Spanishness of Ceuta. The continental
incongruity is not conceptually problematic for ceutíes because most of them,
regardless of being musulmán or cristiano, will quickly disregard the notion that
Ceuta is not Spanish because it is in Africa. It is, as Herzfeld (2001:x) might put
it, “common sense” for ceutíes that Ceuta is a Spanish, and increasingly
European, territory in Africa. In fact, for ceutíes their land is not only Spanish, it
is uniquely Spanish because of its geographical location. Such pride can be
easily noted when cristianos carefully guard the image of the Virgin of Africa,
name their daughters Africa, or carry on with traditions that uniquely bring
together the national and the local in public rituals—especially those of the
military.25 That they are also European is a matter of polity: Ceuta is part of
Spain, and Spain is in Europe and part of the European Union.
This conceptualization of a community outside the boundaries of the
Iberian Peninsula is one that goes beyond a mere reaction to Morocco’s claim
over Ceuta or peninsular Spaniards rejection of the exclave as genuinely
Spanish. For example, in 1930, the local press published an editorial in which
representatives of labor groups addressed the need for the transfer of power in
Ceuta from the High Commissioner, who was in charge of the Spanish
Protectorate, to civilians in a Town Hall:

25

See Driessen (1992) for a more detailed account of such practices in Melilla.
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Let the Town Hall come, good or bad, but a Town Hall. Reestablish at
once the rights of citizens and stop for ever the governmental intervention
of the High Commissioner, who, with the exception of his personal
attributes, we reject because Ceuta is not Morocco, but a piece of Spanish
land that has nothing to do which the bureaucrats of the Protectorate.
(Semaranio Renacimiento, October 12, 1930; quoted in Sánchez Montoya
2004:29)
This publication demonstrates that well before the end of the Protectorate
ceutíes expressed sentiments of locality that took Ceuta’s Spanishness for
granted despite its territorial incongruity with Spain. As local historians have
noted (Gómez Barceló, et al. 1998), these sentiments probably emerged with the
rise of a civil society at the end of the nineteenth century after Ceuta became
more than just a prison-fort. Therefore, the idea that the people of Ceuta hold an
antiquated colonial mentality in justifying the Spanishness of Ceuta simply does
not hold as true once we understand that ceutíes have for a long time imagined
Ceuta as part of a national community that transgresses the European/African
continental divide.
If cristianos’ representations of community are not fueled by antiquated
colonial ambitions, then neither did colonialism “just happen” to the people of
Ceuta in the twentieth century. The sense of locality that cristianos have felt for
generations is tied to their social, economic, and political dominance over
Moroccans during the Protectorate and over musulmanes in recent times.
Moreover, ceutíes’ conceptualization of a territorially incongruous national
community is mediated by Morocco’s claim over the exclave, Spain’s lack of
urgency in upgrading Ceuta’s status, and increased tensions between
musulmanes and cristianos in the city.
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However, the social, political, and economic dynamics of Ceuta in the
twentieth century are far more complex than a colonized/colonizer dichotomy
allows.
First, the transient military class that existed in Ceuta until the late 1990s
(when obligatory military service ended) and that controlled Ceuta until the late
1970s did not allow cristianos of the civilian population to establish routinized
legal controls over musulmanes26 Civilians simply did not have the political or
economic power to exclude musulmanes. Furthermore, Franco’s regime and a
lack of economic development in the region also yielded to the marginalized
cristiano civilians who, like many Spaniards throughout southern Spain, lived in
relatively poor conditions.27 In fact, the roots for the contemporary notion of
peaceful convivencia began with the coexistence of cristianos and musulmanes
in the most marginalized neighborhoods of Ceuta.28 Throughout the twentieth
century, cristianos in official positions of authority (i.e., military or police) carried
out most acts of domination over musulmanes, but it was within the context of a
civilian/military hierarchy.

26

I did meet few cristianos who had served their obligatory military service in Ceuta, so it is
important to keep in mind that the military/civilian dichotomy does not work perfectly for all
cristianos; but it is also important to remember that many musulmanes also served in the military,
and most of them were natives of Ceuta.
27
Relative, of course, to northern Europeans and Moroccans across the border.
28
See chapters 3 and 4.
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Second, as the 1930 laborers’ demands that the High Commissioner be
replaced by a civilian mayor demonstrates, people who genuinely call
themselves ceutíes have been politically marginalized by Madrid’s lackluster
interest in the Protectorate and later in maintaining stable diplomatic and
economic relations with Morocco.

If the socio-economic disparity between

musulmanes and cristianos in the city is indicative of a colonial past, then the fact
that Ceuta and Melilla are today consistently behind all other Spanish regions in
socio-economic indicators29 is also indicative of Ceuta’s historic marginalization
within Spain’s political framework.

This is important because narratives of

Spanishness are not only a reaction to the consequences of Spanish colonialism
in northern Morocco, but also a direct response to a pseudo-colonial treatment of
ceutíes by the Spanish state, particularly at the hands of the military.
Third, the inequality that musulmanes experience today is as much a
product of the colonial era as it is of Spain’s new liberal democratic regime. It is
unquestionable that Spain failed to “develop” northern Morocco during the
Protectorate; indeed, it appears that the only things it “protected” during that
colonial reign were very particular economic and military interests in Spain.
Thus, the relative poverty that musulmanes experience in Ceuta today is
contiguous with the inequality they experienced during colonial rule—i.e.,

29

These include indicators in education, infrastructure, and technology.
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musulmanes have been consistently marginalized through colonial and modern
times. However, the inequality between musulmanes and cristianos in Ceuta did
not fully congeal as one between musulmanes and cristianos—as opposed to
one between Spaniards and Moroccans—until the democracy took off in the
early 1980s. At that time, most musulmanes were not Spanish citizens and the
Spanish/Moroccan border was porous. As Spain developed economically and
joined the European Community musulmanes began demanding their rights as
Spanish citizens and increasingly protested their inequality.

Therefore, the

tensions between musulmanes and cristianos that today exist in the city are also
the product of a series of events that took place long after the Protectorate
ended.
Today, few cristianos rely on the colonial imaginary when rejecting
musulmanes in narratives of Spanishness. On the few occasions that a cristiano
allowed himself to express raw hatred towards musulmanes in my presence
(e.g., “Moors should die, their women are only good for…”), it was not within the
context of defending Ceuta’s Spanishness.

Of course, some cristianos hold

elitist attitudes toward musulmanes and at the same time defend Ceuta’s
Spanishness. My point is that Ceuta’s Spanishness is entangled with Spain’s
colonial legacy in Northern Africa, but it also transcends that same colonial
legacy.

There is such a thing as cristianos’ sense of community, and they

express it through narratives of Spanishness that are also intimately tied to a
history of domination over musulmanes.

In the next chapter, I explore how
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musulmanes’ experiences have resulted in a different sense of local and national
belonging.
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CHAPTER 3
SOY DE CEUTA/I AM FROM CEUTA: MUSULMANES’ ORAL
HISTORIES AND LIFE STORIES
Hakim owns a tiny bazaar that is no more than a few square meters and in a
corner of the entrance to small residential building in El Centro. His shop has
been around for a few years, but it is in an odd spot near the more expensive and
franchised stores that line El Centro’s main street.
during the day.

Few customers come in

Hakim and I often spent long hours talking about all things

related to Ceuta, Morocco, Spain, religion, current events, and business.
Hakim’s father fought for Franco during the Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), lived
in Morocco for some time after the war, and later came to live in Ceuta after
Moroccan independence. Hakim was not sure of all the details, but he claims
that his father fled Morocco because of his collaboration with the Spanish army.
Hakim was born in Ceuta where he excelled in various sports as a youth. Since
then, he has dedicated himself to a series of small businesses. He is in his early
forties, unmarried, lives with his brother, and takes care of his ailing father.
During an early October 2004 morning, Hakim asked me once again about
what it is that I was doing in Ceuta. I told him that I was trying to understand
Ceuta’s convivencia between musulmanes and cristianos.

He took a deep

breath and threw his hands up in the air in a dismissive gesture. “Look, there is
no convivencia.” He paused and reclined on his chair with a look that someone
gets when they are about to school a novice. “If you go to the Central Market
and ask a musulmán about convivencia, he will tell you that everything is well
and that we live here happily…”
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That really got my attention since a few days earlier I had been to the
Central Market, which is a few blocks down from Hakim’s, and a couple of
musulmanes who own shops told me that Ceuta’s four cultures get along just
fine, without many conflicts. Hakim continued,
…Well, the reason they say that is because they have it good [financially]
with cristianos. But the truth is that cristianos do not like us here, they are
racists. They dislike us and they do not trust us. When it comes to
commerce, cristianos will give a job to one of their own even if that person
does not have as much education as a Moroccan. The Moroccan will not
get the job. They [cristianos] have all the good places to do business in
the city, and they discriminate, there is no doubt that they are racists.
Hakim paused for a moment.

He was not visibly angry, but he was

definitely passionate about the issue. He talked fast and without pause when he
was passionate about something.
You know, this is not even their [cristianos] land. Ceuta is part of
Morocco, no matter what they tell you about how the Portuguese gave
Ceuta to Spain. This is Morocco’s territory, this is our land. They treat us
badly, and this is not even their land. But I am honest and say things the
way they are: Morocco is not much better.
Now, Hakim relaxed and finished his explanation with a bit of laughter as
he talked, “Morocco’s government is corrupt. They have very little, but what they
have all goes to a few rich people. I am not saying that Ceuta should be with
them. This is just the way things are for musulmanes in Ceuta.”
Hakim’s comments would most likely confirm for most cristianos their fears
about musulmanes’ allegiance to Morocco, and indeed, Hakim does not seem
committed to “fight” for Ceuta’s Spanishness.

However, other musulmanes

would also disagree with Hakim’s statements, but they would not be as outraged
as cristianos. Although many musulmanes think that convivencia does not exist,
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Hakim was the only musulmán who I talked to that ever told me that Ceuta was
part of Morocco.

Still, even when Hakim doubted Ceuta’s Spanishness, he

laughed off the possibility that Ceuta would be better off with Morocco.
I have begun this chapter with Hakim’s comments because they stand in
sharp contrast to the narratives of Spanishness presented in the previous
chapter.

However, Hakim’s provocative statement about Ceuta belonging to

Morocco and musulmanes is not indicative of musulmanes’ sense of community.
What is truly indicative of how most musulmanes imagine and represent their
community is his ambivalent description of musulmanes in relation to other
musulmanes, cristianos, Ceuta, Spain and Morocco.
First, Hakim outright denies the existence of convivencia in the Ceuta. He
does not paint a picture of conflict and constant struggle, but rather one of
exclusion and marginalization. Even though he works in an area of the city
where cristianos are a majority, he does not have many personal friendships with
cristianos; therefore, it is important to understand his accusations of racism
against cristianos within a context of long-standing inequality between two
communities living in close proximity.
Second, when Hakim accuses other musulmán vendors of having it “good
with cristianos,” it is an example of the inequalities and fissures that have existed
among musulmanes over the years. These differences have arisen out of the
many real life ambiguities that are specific to musulmanes living along the
Spanish/Moroccan border: citizenship, nationality, illegal economy, crime, and
territoriality. Of course, the colonial, fascist, and liberal democratic regimes that
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have controlled that border through Spanish state agents in Ceuta are also
decisive factors in how musulmanes emerged as a distinctive (in relation to
cristianos) and fragmented (in relation to themselves) community.
Third, Hakim’s accusations of racism by cristianos are evidence of a more
recent struggle by musulmanes to gain equality through community activism and
governmental politics. Musulmanes often utilize the language of “racism” and
“unfair hiring practices” to talk about the unfulfilled promise of equality found in
the 1978 Spanish Constitution. Nowadays, most musulmanes expect to be equal
with cristianos and are willing to speak up when they feel mistreated.
Finally, Hakim’s ambiguous language use with which he variously refers to
musulmanes as “Moroccans,” “musulmanes,” and “Arabs” (at other times during
our conversations) shows the difficulty that musulmanes have in concretely
identifying themselves as part of a community in Ceuta, Spain, Morocco, or the
Arab world. Hakim has lived all his life in Ceuta and told me many stories from
his youth that tie him to his land, yet his inability to consistently represent his
community in relation to other national, ethnic, or religious communities is very
different from cristianos’ narratives of Spanishness.
In this chapter, I explore how musulmanes represent themselves and their
community as part of Ceuta, Spain. I primarily rely on a few oral narratives from
musulmanes that demonstrates how their sense of community has dialogically
emerged throughout the twentieth century. After the territorial continuity between
Ceuta and Spanish Protectorate in Morocco gave way to an international border
between Spain and Morocco in 1956, musulmanes experienced roughly thirty
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years of virtual statelessness. Following a period of civil turmoil in the 1980s
through which many musulmanes gained Spanish citizenship, a local sense of
community began to congeal based on their previous experiences of territorial
attachment to Ceuta and ambiguous citizenship vis-à-vis cristianos, Spaniards,
and Moroccans. Whereas cristianos’ sense of community creates a bridge of
nationality between Ceuta and peninsular Spain, musulmanes’ sense of
community does not leave the confines of the exclave, it is Spanish with a
Moroccan heritage, but above all, it is a sense of being from Ceuta. I conclude
the chapter with a section that explores the life stories of a woman whose
experiences show how the racialization of musulmanes is also an important
component that shapes musulmanes’ communal identity.
The manner in which I have chosen to approach musulmanes’ sense of
community differs from the one I employed in the previous chapter for cristianos.
This is partly due to the manner in which I originally designed my research and
partly due to the manner in which cristianos and musulmanes different celebrate
their Spanish nationalism. In my original research design, I did not set out to
explore different sense of community in Ceuta. That is something that emerged
once I began doing research and analyzing data. Therefore, the data I utilized to
construct

each

group’s

sense

of

community

is

qualitatively

different.

Furthermore, cristianos sense of community is attached to public forms of
Spanish nationalism that makes it more ethnographically accessible. I came
across cristianos’ narratives of Spanishness on a daily basis.

Contrastingly,

musulmanes’ sense of community is not hegemonic, and it took more extended
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reflection and analysis of the data on my part to explain how it constituted a
cultural difference between cristianos and musulmanes.

Histories and Life Stories
I am not aware of the existence of any documented history of Ceuta’s
musulmanes. Here I intend to make a small step in that direction by presenting
the experiences that some musulmanes have had on their journey to becoming
citizens of Ceuta, Spain. From January to May 2004 and with the assistance of
my friend Mohamed Mustafa Ahmed, I recorded conversations over many days
and long hours with Karim, Rachid and Ahmed, and Karina. Their stories are the
main source of information for this chapter, although, as Hakim’s comments
demonstrate, I have relied on many other formal and informal interviews with
cristianos and musulmanes to structure the content of this chapter. Mohamed
Mustafa Ahmed was instrumental in establishing contact with informants and
carrying out interviews.
These individuals represented themselves and their communities through
narratives in the form of oral histories and life stories.1 Anthropologists have
made theoretical and methodological remarks about the relationship between

1

I approached these extended interviews with a general objective of recording (1) life stories of
each individual and (2) their vision of musulmanes’ history in Ceuta. Although I am not
presenting here any extended version of these recordings, I am still calling these narratives “life
stories” and “oral histories” because that is essentially what the raw data is. “Life stories” simply
refers to personal stories from an individual’s life, and “oral history” refers to the spoken narration
of a community’s history.
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history and oral narratives (Brettell 1998). Their main concerns are with the utility
and significance that one or few individuals in a community can provide through
extended interviews.
First, there is a question of how well an individual’s life experiences
corresponds with an “actual” history of her community, "There may be a
correspondence between a life as lived, a life as experienced, and a life as told,
but the anthropologist should never assume the correspondence nor fail to make
the distinction" (Bruner 1984:7, quoted in Lamb 2001).
Second, Peacock and Holland (1993) argue that social scientists have
differently emphasized the “life” and “stories” in life stories. Peacock has given
primacy to how the life of the narrator constitutes either a historical fact or a
subjective experience, while Holland has explored the structure of stories
themselves within a broader socio-cultural context. However, recent scholarship
has stressed the importance of approaches that simultaneously account for how
individuals shape and are shaped by broader social processes (Holland and
Lave 2001; Ochs and Capps 1996; Ochs and Capps 2001; Peacock and Holland
1993; Rosenwald and Ochberg 1992).
Third, postmodernist influences in the discipline helped create an
awareness of how life stories relate to issues of authorship and voice.

The

extended presentation of life stories might appear as an ideal vehicle for people
whose voices are usually repressed by official discourses, but it is important to
understand how the ethnographer acts as an editor from the moment she
chooses who and what is of interest to her study.
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To be sure, although my intent is to give voice to musulmanes in a manner
not afforded to them in other historical accounts of Ceuta, Mohamed Mustafa and
inevitably I curbed the authorship of these stories. I focused on having enough
data to write a community history, and Mohamed Mustafa had a political agenda
that centered on addressing through party politics the socioeconomic challenges
that musulmanes have faced over the years. I asked Mohamed about helping
me record life stories after I interviewed him. Mohamed was at the time a college
student in Granada who was also in charge of Jóvenes Democratas (JJDD), a
youth organization aligned with the most prominent party composed of
musulmanes during the 2003-2007 governing period, the Unión Demócrata Ceutí
(UDCE).2

I told him I was interested in putting together a short history of

musulmanes in Ceuta through the life experiences of a few individuals.

He

agreed to help find people who had lived in Ceuta most of their lives and were
good conversationalists. We met before each interview to review a list of topics
that we were interested in talking about, which included broad questions about
what life was like for musulmanes in the past and more specific questions about
the daily practices and local traditions of musulmanes.3 However, what I wanted
most from each interview was to access the changing relationship between
musulmanes and cristianos over the course of the twentieth century. Because of

2

Chapter 5 and 6 thoroughly explore the politics of the UDCE.
We asked about schooling, household economy, games, work, family, childhood memories, and
neighborhood dynamics.
3
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my interests and the political affiliations of Mohamed, the stories of our
collaborators at times reflect my research bias concerning political and
community activism among musulmanes.
From a theoretical standpoint, I take these stories to represent an
important part of the “actual” history of many musulmanes who lived in Ceuta
most of their lives.4 Moroccans who have recently arrived in the city might not
relate so well to these histories because they have not invested their lives in
Ceuta. Similarly, musulmanes who have lived in the most socially, economically,
and geographically marginalized conditions are more likely to remember their
community’s past in relation to Morocco and Spanish colonial practices that are
not always grounded in the everyday life of ceutíes.

These musulmanes

exemplify a stereotype promulgated by cristianos of musulmanes who do not
leave marginal neighborhoods near the border and willingly form ghettos.
However, I found that there are very few musulmanes who have lived in Ceuta all
of their lives that “conform” to this stereotype. Musulmanes who stay near the
border are usually recent immigrants, young and old, who have difficulty in
making a life outside of the margins of Ceuta. Whether they are engaged in the
border’s informal market, live in poverty, or both, their so-called willingness to
stay in the ghetto can be better attributed to Ceuta’s limited economic

4

I base this assertion on corroborations that I made between the life stories presented here and
multiple informal interviews with other musulmanes and cristianos.
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opportunities, poverty on the Moroccan side of the border, and their conditions as
“illegal” immigrants (De Genova 2002).

The collaborators whose stories I

present in this chapter are musulmanes who have live in close proximity to
cristianos with social, economic, and political ties to Ceuta. Of course, crossing
of borders has also been a reality for these musulmanes, but their lives have not
been exclusively attached to life on the border.
However, I also do not want to place too much emphasis on the factuality
of these stories. How well these community histories represent the experiences
of other musulmanes is not my main concern.

The telling of the life stories

themselves is indicative of how musulmanes represent themselves and their
community at the time that Mohamed and I recorded their stories.
Telling a life story, 'like other forms of talk or communication,' is part of life
as lived, for it is lived and experienced, at least during the moments of
telling. Even if there is no simple, direct relationship between life as lived
in the past and life as told, the very act of telling a life story is itself an
experience—now, during the instances of telling” (Lamb 2001:16).
Lamb’s perspective falls in line with this chapter’s objective of examining
how musulmanes imagine and represent their community as part of Ceuta and
Spain. Without taking a theoretical stance about the ontological status of history
in relation to subjective experience, I will present community histories and life
stories in a manner that complement each other in a mostly chronological
narrative. In addition, I present Karina’s life stories at the end of the chapter in
order to explore how the racialization of musulmanes, specifically through forms
of sexuality, defines the communal frontiers between musulmanes and cristianos
in Ceuta.
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I have organized these oral histories and life stories into three periods with
significant overlap. The first is from the beginning of the twentieth century to the
end of the Spanish Protectorate in northern Morocco in 1956. The second period
stretches from the end of the Protectorate to the mid-1980s, and the third from
the late 1970s to the present. All three periods correspond to a change in the
relationships of musulmanes, cristianos, and the Spanish and Moroccan states.
These drastic changes shaped the manner in which musulmanes have projected
their sense of community.

This sense of community reflects a dual and

contradictory existence of musulmanes over time.

On the one hand,

musulmanes are always musulmanes, bounded in relation to the colonial
dominance of the Spanish state and cristianos in Ceuta. On the other hand,
Ceuta’s musulmanes have emerged as a distinctive ceutí community in the midst
of ambiguous borders, citizenship, and contemporary political practices.

Encounters at the Periphery (1912-1956)
Writing about the peripheral neighborhood of Benzu from fieldwork conducted at
the end of the 1970s and early 1980s, Eva Evers Rosander (1991) gathered
important accounts from musulmanes about what daily life was like at the
beginning of the twentieth century. As discussed in the previous chapter, Spain’s
colonial incursion created a need for workers to build the infrastructure of Ceuta
and other parts of the colony. The neighborhood of Benzu, which sits below a
quarry on the northwestern coast of Ceuta, was a site where such workers came
together. During the first half of the twentieth century, the quarry supplied stones
for the new colonial infrastructures. Both cristianos and musulmanes labored
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and lived side by side in Benzu.

Rosander describes how her informants

remember those days:
Stories about the past have a common theme: the hardships at work and
the poverty were compensated by the pleasant neighborhood and the
friendly interaction between Spaniards and Muslims. In those days
everybody was equally poor, the old [Benzu] men and women told me; this
engendered a strong feeling of solidarity regardless of religion and ethnic
identity. People used to participate in each other’s daily activities and
attend each other’s parties. They even celebrated the major religious
festivals together and shared the party food; something which does not
happen spontaneously today. (Rosander 1991:25)
Henk Driessen (1992) reports similar circumstances in Melilla, although
tensions there between the Spanish military and nearby Berber tribes were
higher because the latter often violently resisted the encroachment of Spanish
mining companies onto their lands. Driessen explains in the beginning of the
Protectorate, during the 1910s and 1920s, a massive influx of poor laborers from
southern Spain migrated to the Protectorate looking for work. However, there
was not enough work to keep up with demands. As a result, “Poverty hit the
Spanish population almost as hard as the Riffians.

In fact, the majority of

Spaniards in Melilla and the Protectorate were only slightly better off” (Driessen
1992:47).

Although Driessen argues that ethnic loyalties were stronger than

class affiliations in Melilla, in Ceuta, where violent conflict between Spanish
forces and Berbers did not exist, musulmanes and cristianos enjoyed relative
economic equality within the confines of poverty.
Driessen argues that Spain mainly used the Protectorate as a training
ground for its military and for the extraction of iron ore in the mountains adjacent
to Melilla; consequently, “When Spain resigned its Protectorate in 1956, it left a
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poor infrastructure and an impoverished, largely illiterate population” (Driessen
1992:41). This lack of development meant that by the 1940s musulmanes in
Ceuta were forced to find other forms of employment as mining slowed down,
“Men found employment in construction projects in Ceuta, fished and sold the
catch in Ceuta, smuggled tax-free cigarettes and liquor from Gibraltar or enrolled
temporarily in the Spanish army” (Rosander 1991:26). Women, on the other
hand, began to take on a variety of seasonal employment or worked as domestic
servants for Spaniards. As the end of the Protectorate neared in 1956, cristianos
and musulmanes began to settle in different neighborhoods. This did not mean
total segregation, but many cristianos no longer needed to live near the border
after Spain abandoned the Protectorate. Musulmanes did not have many options
besides moving to Morocco where economic conditions were no better or worse.
It is also important to take into consideration that for most of the twentieth
century musulmanes were not Spanish citizens, and their cohabitation in Ceuta
with cristianos was structured by a colonial relationship. The average cristiano
laborer would not have been able to exercise much power over his fellow
musulmán neighbor, but there was a colonial elite that clearly distinguished
themselves from the Moorish Other (Balfour 2002:184-202).

Rosander’s

ethnographic account points to a continuity between the “Moors of Peace”
(discussed in the previous chapter) and Ceuta’s musulmanes.

Historically,
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Spanish officials distinguished between friendly and unfriendly Moors. Until the
nineteenth century, the Spanish military allowed the so-called Moors of Peace
into Ceuta’s fortified city limits in order to conduct business.5 Some of these
Moors of Peace in and around Ceuta would later serve in the Spanish military to
pacify the Protectorate and fight in the Spanish Civil War under Franco. The very
idea of a friendly versus unfriendly Moor points to a quintessential component in
any ideology of colonial domination: divide and conquer. Far from a “friendly”
relationship, the “complicity” of Ceuta’s musulmanes and other Moroccans
throughout the countryside that joined the Spanish military is better explained by
the dire economic needs of young Moroccan males and/or an already
fragmented and feuding Moroccan society (Balfour 2002; Pennell 2000).
Not only were Ceuta’s musulmanes, who spoke Spanish, different from
those in Morocco, Rosander reports that in Benzu musulmanes were
differentiated, both by themselves and Spaniards, from musulmanes in other
neighborhoods in Ceuta. For example, musulmanes in Benzu saw musulmanes
in El Principe as urban and more likely to take advantage of contraband across
the border (Rosander 1991)—a perception still held by many ceutíes today. The
segmentation and fragmentation that violently divided Moroccans during the first

5

The same was done with Jews who were not allowed to live within city limits.
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decades of the twentieth century (Pennell 2000) appear to have persisted in
Ceuta to a lesser degree.6
Karim is a musulmán in his late forties who has lived in Ceuta and
Morocco, but mostly in Ceuta since the early 1980s. He is married, lives in one
of Ceuta’s peripheral neighborhoods near Principe Alfonso, and was unemployed
at the time of our conversations. I sat with him in teashop in El Centro over many
evenings talking about his life and his take on musulmanes’ history in Ceuta. I
asked him about past divisions among musulmanes.
The community of musulmanes comes from people that originate from
Morocco almost fifty or sixty years ago. Musulmanes are either Berbers or
Arabs. Many Berbers do not speak Berber, they speak Arabic. They are
Berbers that are Arabized. And there are some Berbers that speak Berber
in their house, and they also speak Arabic, and they speak Castilian.
[Today] all neighborhoods are mixed, there are no Berber neighborhoods.
Today, most consider themselves ceutíes that are Spaniards. They fight
for their rights, they want to be part of this society and nothing else. That
is the truth. Yes, they go to Morocco to buy some things. Their culture is
of Arab descent. You understand? Their feasts and such things [are of
Arab descend]. Because before they had not been granted citizenship,
they were musulmanes with little: [they had an] identification card and
nothing else.
But before there were such divisions, before, almost thirty or forty years
ago. There was not necessarily an antagonistic relationship [between
different groups of musulmanes], but one [ethnic group] did not like
another because of residues of negative stories about another ethnic
group, because they did not get along over there [Morocco]. And they
transferred those sentiments from there to here. The older folks did tell
stories about certain tribes or tribal warfare. The young ones would hear

6

These violent confrontations included civil wars and conflicts between Berbers and Arabs.
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that, and then when they grew up, they already had a prejudice against
another ethnic group. In time, they started judging others, but as time has
passed, that is disappearing.
The Arabs that conquered North Africa in the seventh century were never
fully able to control many Berber tribes in northern Morocco. It was not until the
establishment of the Spanish Protectorate and a difficult war between Spain and
Berber rebels that northern Morocco was truly “pacified.”

But the so-called

pacification of Berbers in the Rif Mountains also entailed their subsequent
marginalization from Spain and Morocco after Moroccan independence in 1956.
In fact, northern Morocco as a region is still much poorer than the rest of the
country. Only at the turn of the twentieth century did the Moroccan government
heavily invest in northern Moroccan cities, although the countryside is still
underdeveloped.7 Karim’s description of divisions among Berbers and between
Berbers and Arabs is indicative of these broader divisions within Moroccan
society.
Karim concludes that whatever divisions existed in the past are no longer
relevant. Today, politically active8 musulmanes think that these past divisions
are an impediment to the political success of musulmanes in Ceuta. Karim then

7

A new port new multibillion-dollar port near Tangiers is one example of such economic
investments by the Moroccan government.
8
By “active,” I mean voting, participating in neighborhood association, volunteering for a party, or
simply being aware of governmental politics. Karim has been, since the mid-1980s, an unelected
member of a party of Muslim persuasion.
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continues to acknowledge past differences among musulmanes. There are a
couple of important aspects to how he develops this historical narrative.
First, he places the origins of Ceuta’s musulmanes near the end of the
Protectorate. This is consistent with the migration of “new” musulmanes that
arrived in Ceuta in search for work after the initial establishment of the
Protectorate. Thousands came from the urban center of Tetuán9 and nearby
rural areas in the Rif Mountains of Morocco.

These are not the same

musulmanes with whom Rosander worked with in Benzu. This “older” group of
musulmanes never amounted to more than a few hundred individuals that quite
possibly lived in the village of Benzu centuries before the Spaniards expanded
Ceuta’s city limits in 1860. Today, the descendants of these families make up a
small percentage of Ceuta’s musulmanes.

I met two musulmanes whose

families came from Benzu, and they both spoke of the history of musulmanes in
Ceuta by making specific reference to their family’s heritage in Benzu.
Contrastingly, Karim and his parents’ generation moved to Ceuta during the
middle of the twentieth century when the Spanish-Moroccan border was
beginning to be established and politically defined in its modern form.

That

border was not then the solid barrier that it is today. The musulmanes that came
to Ceuta in the middle of the twentieth century only knew the official Spanish-

9

Tetuan’s urban center naturally extends up the Mediterranean coast up until Ceuta.
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Moroccan border as a porous zone, not as a Rubicon that would transform them
into immigrants.
Second, Karim remembers the stories of hostility and prejudice among
various groups of musulmanes within the context of contemporary political
aspirations for unity. Later on in our conversation, he talked about the older
group of musulmanes that had inhabited Ceuta for centuries. He mentioned
them while arguing that cristianos should not treat musulmanes like immigrants,10
and therefore musulmanes have the same rights as cristianos to live in Ceuta.
Karim never referred to musulmanes as immigrants or newcomers.

Instead,

Karim finds common ground between the old and new generations of
musulmanes within his community’s current struggle for equality.
borderless in relation to Morocco.

Ceuta is

Karim acknowledges that musulmanes

“originate in Morocco,” but this does not imply that they are foreigners. This is a
radically different conception of territoriality than that of cristianos who emphasize
the Spanishness of Ceuta exclusively in relation to the Iberian Peninsula.
The early neighborly relationship between musulmanes and cristianos in
what today are peripheral neighborhoods came about in a time when colonialism,
poverty, and the need for labor suppressed the tangibility of the SpanishMoroccan border. Whereas most cristianos historically represent the twentieth

10

Of course, Karim accurately assumes that Spanish authorities treat immigrants poorly, although
I would add that many police officers and bureaucrats treat immigrants with respect.
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century as the time when musulmanes arrived in Ceuta, musulmanes tend to see
historical continuity between Ceuta’s peripheral regions and Morocco. However,
this continuity is not a matter of national territories, but rather continuity between
the few musulmanes that inhabited Ceuta and a new generation of musulmanes.

Segregation (1956-1980s)
In time, the Spanish-Moroccan border would play a role in structuring the
relationship between musulmanes and cristianos in Ceuta.

Moroccan

nationalism and independence in 1956 forced ceutíes to reevaluate their
relationships. On the one hand, most cristianos that lived in the Protectorate left
Morocco rather hastily. Their exodus was not violent since Franco handed the
Protectorate over to Morocco without military resistance, but I heard many
accounts from cristianos of the generalized uncertainty felt by Spaniards in
northern Morocco in those days. This included cristianos in Ceuta who did not
know if Franco would cede their land to Morocco. Many Spaniards migrated to
the Peninsula but others settled in Ceuta. For the first time since Ceuta’s civil
society flourished late in the nineteenth century, a unified Moroccan state
appeared across the border with an antagonistic outlook towards their former
colonizers.

Ceuta and Melilla were suddenly at the front of the Spanish-

Moroccan postcolonial condition.
On the other hand, musulmanes in Ceuta also found themselves in a
difficult situation. The roots of Moroccan nationalism are too complex to review
here. It suffices to understand that although religion was not the only driving
force of Moroccan nationalism, it was enough of a factor that being a devout
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Muslim implied an allegiance to the newly formed nation and vice-versa (Laroui
1997; Pennell 2000). Musulmanes who stayed in Ceuta were now potentially
outsiders to both cristianos in Ceuta and Moroccans across the border.
Rosander explains,
The Spanish-Moroccan border that was established at Tarajal [border
crossing point]…made the Ceuta Muslims non-Moroccans, not only in
practice but also in theory. They now hurried to change their image and
orient themselves towards the Moroccans, fearing that the Spaniards
would not be able to keep Ceuta and Melilla once the Protectorate had
passed to King Mohamed V of Morocco. (Rosander 1991:29)
The uncertainty of what would happen to Ceuta affected both cristianos and
musulmanes for very different reasons—although at that time all ceutíes
understood the fundamental polemic: cristianos cannot be Moroccans, hence
Muslim, and musulmanes cannot be Spaniards, hence Christian.
Spain did not cede all of its North African territories.

In Ceuta,

musulmanes had to live with the condition of being stateless, and cristianos had
to live with musulmanes on much closer quarters. The population increase of
musulmanes in Ceuta had taken place within the colonial period (1912-1956).
Therefore, the geographic proximity between musulmanes and cristianos during
the Protectorate was always a gradual one from east to west: The old city
enclosed by fortified walls was essentially Spanish, followed by mixed peripheral
neighborhoods, and then the Moroccan countryside.

After Moroccan

independence, the Spanish/Moroccan border became relevant, and for the first
time, cristianos and musulmanes experienced their belonging to Ceuta strictly in
relation to one another.
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This new relationship was not equally negotiated. Cristianos could feel
genuinely ceutí and Spanish. Ceuta has remained an important military place
since 1956. Christianity and military fervor combined to give cristianos a sense
of belonging to a exclave that was still part of a single unified Spanish nation
(Driessen 1992; Stallaert 1998). Meanwhile, musulmanes were genuinely out of
place. Musulmanes might not have thought of the land they occupied as foreign
territory, but the imposition of the border created an awkward situation in which
they were not quite Moroccan and not Spaniard.

As a result, musulmanes

continued to live their lives with a simultaneous orientation towards Ceuta and
Morocco. This, coupled with their inability to integrate politically and socially into
everyday life in Ceuta, led to a gradual urban segregation between both
communities.

Karim explained the relationship between musulmanes and

cristianos years after Moroccan independence:
I do not mean to say that before [in the period after the end of the
Protectorate] we did not live well. We lived well and there was respect.
But each community was separated from one another. There was no
physical contact like there is now.
Before [the end of the Protectorate] there were many musulmanes in the
army, in the barracks. Their religion was respected, their feasts, and their
culture, one hundred percent…They could not reject the cultural and
religion side of a human mass that formed part of [Spain’s] state army.
They could not. It would no longer be logical. Respect it and leave it in its
place. It was a necessity that they [Spaniards] had at the time.
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[In the years after Moroccan Independence] that social structure was lost.
The barracks were emptied of musulmanes. People retired from the army.
Only a few [musulmanes] were left in the Legion, but only a few.11 Then
began the civil phase of the population.12 Not all musulmanes were in the
military, but many were in the military class. With time that was lost. Then
musulmanes became part of Ceuta’s population, but only as civilians. I
am not trying to say that there was no respect. There was respect. There
were musulmanes who entered the house of cristianos during their feasts.
Now that is lost…That was not lost in an abrupt manner, rather over many
years, over thirty years. It was lost and people did not realize it until much
later. People in their fifties and sixties remember that. Musulmanes and
cristianos both remember it.
It is important to keep in mind that this process of segregation occurred
under Franco’s dictatorial regime. However worse life got for musulmanes, their
ability to escape marginalization was curbed by the poverty that existed on the
Moroccan side of the border.

Leaving Ceuta was not an option, yet

socioeconomic upward mobility was impossible with their exclusion from the
Spanish state. Musulmanes were “stateless” in more than one way. Certainly,
they were not citizens of any country, but over time they also began to lose their
more immediate citizenship as people of Ceuta.13
In the above quoted passage, Karim makes several references (which I
have emphasized through italics) that might appear contradictory. At first, he

11

The Legion is a special tactical force of the Spanish army.
By “civil phase,” Karim is referring to the gradual decrease of musulmanes that took place after
Moroccan independence. This is different from the civil society that emerged in Ceuta at the end
of the nineteenth century.
13
Since musulmanes were not socialized in Spanish schools (or any non-Koranic schools), they
did not have a strong command of official Castilian, although most were still more familiar with the
language than Moroccans across the border. These linguistic and educational differences
contributed the distancing of both communities.
12
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indicates that after the end of the Protectorate musulmanes and cristianos
became segregated, but he distinguishes that segregation with a “physical
contact” that exists today between the two communities. Later, he states that the
respect that existed between musulmanes and cristianos as been gradually lost
over time. I asked Karim about what he meant by “physical contact,” and he
responded that it meant the ability or willingness of some musulmanes to come
to El Centro (which is where we held our meetings). In the past, he explained,
musulmanes would rarely venture into the city from peripheral neighborhoods.
Nonetheless, even after years of democracy and the increased physical mobility
of musulmanes around the city, “respect” is still lacking between many members
of both communities. Thus lack of “respect” is for Karim the most important
element separating cristianos from musulmanes.
One of the most important factors in the marginalization of musulmanes in
the twenty years following Moroccan independence was the ability of Spanish
state agents to exclude musulmanes from participating in an already politically
repressed nation. Ahmed is married with children, in his early-fifties, and worked
in public transportation for most of his life. Although he has not accumulated a
lot of wealth, he has managed since the 1980s to ascend to an economic lower
middle class like the majority cristianos. However, during his youth, he lived at
the margins of ceutí society like most musulmanes. He recalls how the police
would randomly enforce their power during Franco’s dictatorship,
One day I was stopped with my father’s car in Hadu [midway between El
Centro and the border]. And a policeman comes over, opens the door,
gets in the car, and says “To the police headquarters.” And I thought to
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myself “What have I done?” I got to the police headquarters, he got out of
the car and said “goodbye.”
Like most musulmanes, Ahmed was once part of a stateless community. He
described his experience with the Spanish police in a joking manner. He did not
enjoy the experience, but he understood that he could not do much at the time.
Rachid, a close friend of Ahmed who joined our conversations over
several evenings in Ahmed’s living room, divulged stories that painted a
complicated relationship between some cristianos and musulmanes. Rachid was
born in Morocco and settled in Ceuta when he was young with his parents. He
held various manual labor jobs throughout his life, although has been
unemployed on many occasions. Along with his family and relatives, Rachid
lived in a neighborhood mostly inhabited by musulmanes and near the brink of
poverty.
Ahmed and Rachid remember that in the past musulmán and cristiano
males used to socialize in and around military hangouts, but they also remember
the beatings that many musulmanes took at the hands of Legionnaires.
Similarly, they spoke of few neighborly relationships between themselves and
cristianos that took place within impoverished neighborhoods, but they also
recalled the open discrimination against musulmanes in public and professional
settings. However, the increasing marginalization of musulmanes in Ceuta did
not become a priority for Spanish officials. There was neither a need to create
institutional mechanism to exclude musulmanes (because they were not
citizens), nor was there a threat from musulmanes (or anyone else in Ceuta)
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under a heavily militarized exclave and dictatorial Spain.

Therefore, without

institutionalized discrimination and organized resistance, the marginalization of
musulmanes was normalized as Ceuta’s social, economic, and political order.
Because there were no public struggles between cristianos and
musulmanes in those days, the vast majority of stories that musulmanes tell from
this period relate to work. Life was work, and musulmanes served as the reserve
labor force for a limited local economy.

Karim described one of his work

experiences,
Here in Ceuta there used to be fish factories where fish were preserved.
There was a factory in the port called [unintelligible]. It had its fleet of
small boats, they went to sea and fished there, and they went all the way
to Morocco. They fished tuna, bonitos, and other sort of fish. They would
preserve [the fish] in aluminum cans and send it to the Peninsula.
During the summers, I would come here from Morocco. In those days
[1970s], I must have been fifteen or sixteen years old. One time they
needed people to work. They went up to a neighborhood where
musulmanes lived, and started yelling to see if anyone wanted to work for
the factory. They picked us up in a truck. I got in the truck and went with
other men that were older than I was and other young ones that were still
one or two years older than I was. I started the first day. I had to take the
fish from the boat, put it in a basket, and give that basket to another man,
and he passed it on to someone else until it got to the truck, they unloaded
it, and the basket would come back to the boat. A lot of times the boats
would come in the evenings, sometimes during the day, but most times in
the evenings. We would start working at six in the evening and work until
seven the next morning.
When we finished working, we would get in the truck and go to the factory
where they would pay us. They paid about two hundred pesetas. Today
that would be equivalent to about one Euro with thirty cents. I am talking
to you about the 1970s, ’71, ’72, ’73. It was low pay, but with so much
need, we did it, but without job security or anything. You worked your
shift, they paid you, and you went your way. But we did not work
everyday. With that money I bought myself clothes, and I saved a little
money to buy books, paper, and pencils.
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Even though they lived in Ceuta, there was little opportunity for musulmanes to
study or gain professional skills that could assure them social mobility. Still, that
was often much more economically promising than anything Morocco had to offer
in those days, with the exception of an advanced education for those that could
afford it. Karim received most of his education, including a university degree, in
Morocco; but his case is rare among musulmanes in Ceuta. Most musulmanes
from his generation do not have a high school degree.14 Karim had to leave
Ceuta for long periods with very little money in order to receive an education.
The majority of musulmanes continued to work without the option of social
mobility. Rachid and Ahmed explain,
Ahmed: Before, [musulmanes] in Ceuta did not give their children an
education, they would put them in school and by the time they were six
they left it.
Rachid: Since we had the statistical identification card, even if we wanted
to study, it was hard to continue. And besides, the majority of us here
were here to work. But with the statistical identification card you could not
go to college.
Ahmed: You could not study if you could not leave this place.
The statistical identification card (SIC) amounted to an official recognition of
musulmanes’ statelessness. The SIC is a part of musulmanes’ history that often
comes up in conversations about the past. I gathered that older musulmanes
share with the younger generation stories about the SIC because musulmanes

14

See chapter 4 for Census data. This fact appears as common knowledge to musulmanes.
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who are not old enough to remember it often mentioned it to me. The SIC was
not a document with any guarantees. In fact, with Morocco increasing its claims
over Ceuta, the treatment of musulmanes who frequently crossed the border by
Spanish authorities worsened.
Writer Mohamed Lahchiri (1950- ), born and raised in Ceuta and currently
residing in Morocco, relates his story of the SIC in a recently published book of
life stories. The following story took place during the time leading up to the
Green March in 1975 when tensions between Morocco and Spain increased over
the control of Western Sahara.
Well, during all this time I would cross customs posts every vacation,
every three months (during the summer months almost every day),
because I first crossed them as a student, and when I started working, I
did it as a professor…At the beginning there were no problems with
passports or visas; I think that the guys from Ceuta would pass with
school identification card or with the Statistical Identification Card. Later,
one day, after the Green March, in the police station of Los Rosales [a
peripheral neighborhood near the border], in my tiny fatherland, they took
away the famous Identification Card while telling me that I no longer had a
right to it because I was working in Morocco. That is, because I was
working in Morocco, I lost the right to be from Ceuta, from my tiny
fatherland. I protested by writing several times, but they did not pay
attention to me. That decision launched me into an Odyssey-like race to
find, with tooth and nail and everything at hand, a Moroccan passport if I
wanted to see my own, I mean my family, my old friends, my street
buddies, our bars, and an “etcetera” as long as the border that marks the
tiny fatherland. (Lahchiri 2004:59-60)
What is striking about Lahchiri and other musulmanes’ stories is not only
the powerlessness that many musulmanes felt before state officials, but also the
apparent tranquility with which an increasingly segregated segment of Ceuta’s
society negotiated their political condition. As I mentioned above, the lack of
migration alternatives and an oppressive Spanish state are mostly responsible
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for this.

Musulmanes appear to have successfully negotiated state-imposed

obstacles because their “statelessness” was secondary to their knowing that they
were in their land.

Consider, for example, this exchange between Rachid,

Ahmed, Mohamed Mustafa, and me:
Rachid: Almost everyone was like an immigrant. There was no document
that could attest to us being from Ceuta.
Ahmed: And the document that we have did not give us the right to
anything.
Rachid: Nothing, nothing, no rights at all. Around 1969…they made
available to us a statistical identification card which gave us the right to
work and social security, but nothing else.
Ahmed: Not even to catch a boat.
Rachid: Not even to catch a boat, and if you wanted to do that you had to
go to the government, and ask for a pass that would specify how long you
could travel and where you were going. You had either a specific trip or
fifteen days. If it was fifteen days, you would have to leave your
identification card in the government. And if you had to go to Algeciras,
then you could only go to Algeciras, if you are going to Cádiz, then only to
Cádiz, not anywhere in the Spanish territory, only to…
Mohamed Mustafa: To the exact place, to your destined location.
Rachid: Exactly. And let me tell you something: [that happened] to people
that were born in Ceuta, people that were born here, with birth certificate
from here, and not even them [could travel to Spain].
Ahmed: And [if you caused] any problems or [made any] false move, the
police would pick you up and take you over there [Morocco].
Mohamed Mustafa: When exactly was this?
Rachid: From ’70 on up.
Mohamed Mustafa: Things have gotten better, no?
Rachid: [ignoring Mohamed Mustafa’s question] And with the identification
card it was only enough to live and nothing else.
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Ahmed: [responding to Mohamed Mustafa’s question] The situation of
musulmanes improved with the Socialist Party [PSOE].15
Mustafa: Later on in ’79 or ’80, they changed, instead a statistical
identification card, they gave us a residency card. And when they gave us
that residency card we had a right to go the peninsula, and then there was
an obligation…a facilitation or obligation? I do not know…of the European
community or of Spain [to give us the residency card]. Then they gave us
Spanish nationality, papers to register locally, that was in the 1980s.
Gabriel: But what was your citizenship in those times? Before ’85, ’86? If
some one said to you…say someone came from China and asked you
“hey you, what are you Spanish or Moroccan?” What would you say?
Ahmed: I would say, “I am from Ceuta.” I was born in Ceuta.
Rachid: Or Moroccan, because how can you be Spanish and not have
Spanish nationality. Moroccan because Morocco is the place of origin,
because our parents are from Morocco, originally they were Moroccan.
The power of the state is again evident in this conversation through the
limitations of mobility to the Peninsula, where presumably a musulmán might
have had the ability to improve his marginalized condition. It is also interesting
that Rachid, like Karim, also says that musulmanes were treated “like an
immigrant.” Rachid also believes that Ceuta is his land. He adds to Ahmed’s
response that not only are they from Ceuta, but also from Morocco because that
is where their parents are from. Indeed, many musulmanes continued to arrive
from Morocco throughout the years and made Ceuta their home(land) because
musulmanes sense of community has over the years simultaneously accounted

15

PSOE = Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party
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for Ceuta’s geographical continuity with Morocco and its uniqueness as a
Spanish/European territory in North Africa.
Given these experiences, it is easier to understand how “being from
Ceuta” has different cultural significance for musulmanes and cristianos.
Different senses of belonging evolved in an increasingly segregated landscape.
The political situation would eventually improve for musulmanes, but not before
they would be once again treated “like an immigrant,” this time quite literally.

Civil Conflict (1970s-Present)
Economic development in Ceuta and political change in Spain had a decisive
impact on the relationship between musulmanes and cristianos heading into the
last two decades of the twentieth century. The overall economic marginalization
of most musulmanes did not prevent a small group from achieving financial
success.

With the closure of the border between Spain and Gibraltar in 1969,

Ceuta’s economy picked up the market for duty free goods (Gold 1994).

In

addition, with the end of Franco’s dictatorship in the mid 1970s and Spain’s
prospective incorporation into the European Community in the 1980s, the
question of musulmanes’ citizenship took a dramatic turn. The public debate that
ensued over citizenship had a lasting effect in the social and political scene.
Karim first explained the impact of economic mobility for musulmanes:
First, let us look at one thing, let us look at the social process of Ceuta.
From the 1970s …until the 1980s… and until recently.
First, the musulmanes of Ceuta belonged to very poor families. They went
back to Morocco [periodically] and lived anyway they could. Their
acquisitive power was inferior, less than today. There came a time when
the city enjoyed a commercial and economic expansion that translated
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into an openness of the musulmán collective that at that time lived [mostly]
in the neighborhood of El Morro on up [midway between El Centro and the
border].
Musulmanes did not come to El Centro with the frequency that they do
today. Rarely would one see one or two in very small groups of
musulmanes that were able to, in quotation marks, “integrate” within the
whole of the cristiano community. Why [were they able to integrate]?
Because they mingled with them in the bars. Drinking and alcohol
enabled relationships. Some ate ham and drank like authentic Spanish
cristianos. They dressed in the same manner, they spoke Spanish, they
did not usually respect the religious habits of their parents. To their
parents they were rebellious people, to themselves they were free people.
[This was] from the ’60s, ’70s, until the ’80s.
Then, that small group was able to integrate themselves; a group of forty
or fifty people, no more, people who had acquisitive power that was higher
than other musulmán families. Why? Because they had parents that were
merchants, they belonged to families with money, and they could permit
themselves the luxury of being around here [El Centro] all night, drinking,
talking, in a car, in a motorcycle. But the rest [musulmanes] did not come
here [El Centro] for any reason, only when they needed to deal with some
bureaucratic document or buy some clothes for themselves, nothing else,
they did not sit in cafeterias, in bars, or nothing. Because they did not
have that acquisitive power, not because they rejected all of this.
Now, the cristiano community of El Centro with time…clashed [with
musulmanes] because those were very fast contacts, not over a long time.
It was very sudden, and they [musulmanes] imposed themselves with their
acquisitive power. They [musulmanes] would go into a business and buy
many clothes. The owner could not reject money that came with such
ease. One went out and another came in. Then an acceptance started to
exist based on that acquisitive power of a people, of Muslim origins…
[correcting himself] it is an error to say “of Muslim origins,” I mean
“musulmanes.” Some have their nationality documents, some do not,
some with residency, but the vast majority now have their DNI [National
Identification Document, i.e., citizenship]. They are Spaniards.
Let us say that it was a forceful acceptance because the merchant wants
to make money, and the buyer has to buy… An acceptance, yes or no? It
is still an acceptance, but if it were not because of their acquisitive power,
then that contact would not have occurred so easily.
And then, with that same acquisitive power many musulmanes began
buying businesses in El Centro. Before in the nineteen seventies, there
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were hardly any, only a few. Now there are more. The service workers
are also now musulmanes. So we can say that the ethnic fabric of El
Centro has changed. Before you could see the European element
dominated almost ninety five percent over the rest. Not now. One
wanders the streets and sees that there are different races. Now you can
see even blacks, not “blacks”, [sub-Saharan] Africans. You can see
Pakistanis with the phenomenon of immigration, Algerians, Moroccans.
Before you could not see this mix. In the ’70s and ’60s you could not see
so much mixture, today you can. Then there is slight contact. Just by
seeing that there is ethnic diversity, that means that there is contact. In
the ’70s, there was none until the beginning of the ’80s. I mark that [time
as a] transformation…I see that transformation at a local level as a result
of that acquisitive power.
Karim himself was not one of these early merchants, but he has
maintained close relationships with some of them. His narrative suggests that a
small group of musulmanes in El Centro had an impact on the broader
relationships between musulmanes and cristianos. In addition, it is interesting
that Karim points out the different behavior that some musulmanes with money
undertook, “Some ate ham and drank like authentic Spanish cristianos.” It is
evident that economic class and religion were not only a divisive factor between
cristianos and musulmanes, but also among musulmanes.
Rosander (1991) explains that by the late 1970s she observed different
criteria for prestige among musulmanes in Benzu. First, length of residence in
the community distinguished the families that first came when the quarry opened
up in the 1920s from the more recent arrivals from Morocco. Rosander explains
that older families were proud of the ability of some of their men to speak
Spanish well and relate to Spanish traditions.

Second, adherence to Islam

mattered and was exclusive of many Spanish social practices adopted by some
musulmanes. Third, musulmanes who accumulated wealth by taking advantage
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of Benzu’s changing economy also gained prestige in the community. The last
two criteria were characteristic of newer immigrants from Morocco, “Thus, two
sets of criteria for meritorious [Benzu] male behavior co-existed in [Benzu] in
1978. One set, beginning to be experienced as ‘old-fashioned,’ was Spanishoriented; the other was more explicitly Morocco-and Islam-oriented” (Rosander
1991:36). To this, I would add that most new immigrants were not well off and in
a worse socio-economic situation than older families.

One can imagine an

emerging social matrix in which class, religion, geography, language,16 and
tradition crisscrossed a community that, nonetheless, had to imagine itself
against the Spanish Other.
Regardless of these internal differences, musulmanes confronted together
a civil crisis in which the Spanish state threatened them with expulsion. After the
transition to democracy and the establishment of the 1978 Spanish Constitution,
Spain moved to join the European Community (EC). As a precondition for
admittance in the EC, Spain agreed in 1985 to adopt a comprehensive
immigration policy. Given that at the time Spain was not receiving large numbers
of immigrants, the aim of the 1985 Immigration Law17 was to regulate the legal
condition of foreigners already in the country (Arango 2000). The new law did

16

Not all musulmanes are equally bilingual. Those who had more interactions with Spaniards,
had a better command of Castilian.
17
Officially, “Ley Orgánica sobre los derechos y libertades de los extranjeros” or “Ley de
Extranjería.”
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not take into account the special circumstance of musulmanes in Ceuta and
Melilla. Initially, the law left most musulmanes without any possibility of gaining
citizenship.

After many protests by musulmanes and counter protests by

cristianos who wanted the law to be enforced as it was initially passed, the
national and local government came to an agreement that allowed musulmanes
to gain citizenship. These experiences shaped the manner in which musulmanes
currently imagine and represent their community in Ceuta. Karim passionately
remembered the struggles endured by musulmanes in those days:
Karim: The musulmán collective felt the emergence and writing of the
[1985 Immigration Law] like a bucket of cold water. I remember well how
the collective felt, a feeling of massive insecurity in a rapid manner.
Everyone felt insecure. They thought badly about the future. Those that
had the Statistical [Identification] Card—the famous Statistical Card—said
that they would go to Morocco. The few that had [Spanish] nationality18
felt protected. The rest were divided with many opinions, and no one
knew what was going to happen. Musulmanes formed associations that
were in the front of fighting for those rights. Some had a political
discourse different from the rest. Some favored the nationalization of
musulmanes: Those that had been born here had their rights, everyone
should naturalize.
[Others] defended the idea of receiving residence status. There were
older people that thought that to naturalize would mean that they could no
longer be completely musulmanes. That [thought] does not just come
from the 1980s, that comes from many decades before in the 1950s, from
the 1940s to the 1960s.
Mohamed Mustafa: Do you think that has a lot to do with the Protectorate?

18

I.e., Spanish citizenship.
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Karim: [No,] not the rejection [of Spanish nationality]. [It was] the religious
interpretation of certain faquíes19…They [faquíes] said that those
[musulmanes] who had a Spanish nationality or had a nationality different
from that of their [Moroccan] origin would distance themselves from Islam,
it was haraam.20 It was a sin to naturalize, it was illicit to naturalize. That
is why a lot of musulmanes that were in the army did not opt for
nationalization. And they went to Morocco, some died there. Some
stayed here and did not naturalize.
In those times, the system for nationalization was harsher than it is today.
One had to meet many conditions to get a Spanish nationality. Not like
now.
Then, from the end of 1985, 1986 some associations were formed. One
of them went out to negotiate with the Ministry [of the Interior] in Madrid,
so that they could transmit to the [musulmán] collective the results of the
negotiations. Later another group came out that rejected the results of
that negotiation.
In Melilla a parallel thing occurred. An organization was formed called
Terra Omnium, headed by the famous [Aomar] Dudu. Dudu was a man
educated in economics, did not know any Arabic, or [Tamazight21], he only
knew Castilian. He was eloquent, and he was the head of that
organization and carried out the negotiations. Then there were problems,
and he left to Morocco.
Here in Ceuta there was an association of musulmanes headed by
[Ahmed] Subaire, there was another one headed by Mohamed Ali, then
others were founded, and then others. But the first, the first was in the
beginning of 1985 and was called “La Comunidad Musulmana de Ceuta”
[founded by Ahmed Subaire]. And then came Mohamed Ali’s [Asociación
Musulmana de Ceuta], and then came “La Comunidad Musulmana del
Estado Español,” and then another community, and then many came out.
Today there are many. But the first was born like that. It was born in a
historical context mixed with agony, fear, misunderstandings, rejections, a
bit of everything. There was chaos, social chaos. No one knew what was
going to happen.

19

A faquí is a scholar or intellectual of Islamic law.
Haraam is anything prohibited by Islamic faith.
21
Berber language.
20
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Then around that time, some ceutíes started to naturalize. A plan called
“El Plan de Dotaciones Básicas” was drafted in Madrid in order to facilitate
living conditions: remodel the peripheral neighborhoods where
musulmanes lived. From that plan, not even twenty percent of the total
volume of investments was put into the Muslim neighborhood. In that
epoch, [musulmanes faced] the problems of nationalities and that plan.
In the years 1986, ’87, ’88 people started to naturalize. Starting from 1987
on up, with more ease. And now they [cristianos] blame the socialist party
for nationalizing the people of Ceuta.22 That is why many people that are
cristianos see musulmanes that are naturalized as incomplete citizens,
that there is no reason for musulmanes to have been naturalized, as if it
was a political deception, as if it was a penalty. They [cristianos] wanted
to see [musulmanes] with that little card [SIC] or something equivalent, but
without all their full rights, and I am talking of civil rights, all of them.
Now, what good is it to have Spanish citizenship if there is no right to
work? There is right of work, but there is no work. You have right to
housing, but there is no housing. You have right to culture and education,
but there are no facilities. There is immense social failure among
musulmanes. People fear for the future of their society. And when there
is social failure there is juvenile delinquency and there are [other]
problems...
I had the same fear and the same preoccupation of the rest [of
musulmanes]. That is why I also tried to do something about it. To see
what solution they would find to the problem. Would people naturalize or
not? Would people accept the nationality or not? If people did not accept
Spanish citizenship, what would they do? Would they opt for other
documents that guaranteed their rights? What rights could that card or
document guarantee? Would all or some be in the same situation as the
rest or not?
They [musulmanes] had feared that with a residency card they could be
expelled if there was a problem. [Some musulmanes were expelled, and]
from those expulsions…many have suffered. And there are people that

22

The Partido Socialista Obrero Español (“Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party” or PSOE) controlled
both Ceuta’s local government and the national government at the time.
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still live in Morocco that were expelled in the 1970s. Expelled from here,
people born here, their parents here, their grandparents here. They had
that right to Spanish citizenship and not be exposed to that social
carelessness. Expulsion, getting kicked out of your land is hard, to rip
someone from their land is hard. Many people who left here in that
manner did not know about Morocco, or they did not want to live there.
They had their parents here, their brothers and sisters here, everything
here. It is not easy for someone to be forced to leave his or her land, not
in search of bread like an immigrant, but to be exiled. Not self-exiled, but
an imposed exile. It is a good thing that there were not that many [that got
expelled]. Few people [that were expelled] have returned. And some
have returned and have only obtained a residency document knowing that
they have the right to Spanish citizenship.
Karim’s oral history progressed from a time when musulmanes felt utter
confusion about their relationship to the Spanish nation and state to a political
self-awareness of a musulmán community in Ceuta. Note how Karim shifts his
narrative from one of acquiring rights to one of fulfilling the promise of those
rights when he states, “Now, what good is it to have Spanish citizenship if there
is no right to work? There is right of work, but there is no work.” Musulmanes
like Karim who wanted to become Spanish hoped for a favorable outcome, but
feelings of hostility between musulmanes and cristianos still linger. The massive
counter-demonstrations by cristianos in the mid 1980s against the nationalization
of musulmanes were a public testament to the social, political, and economic
segregation that had existed in Ceuta for many years. Although demonstrations
were peaceful in Ceuta, similar demonstrations by cristianos in Melilla resulted in
violent confrontations between civilians.
Karim continued to explain how the political experiences of the 1980s
changed the manner in which musulmanes thought of themselves as a
community. The group of political and community leaders that emerged from the
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citizenship crisis allowed musulmanes to play down previous divisions within their
community.
[Musulmanes] passed from an ethnic time to a political time. They
analyzed their visions towards a political future, leaving in the past what
had past. Those negative [relationships] have softened within the
community of musulmanes.
[Division among musulmanes] has changed for a better future of internal
understanding. People do not have time to think about what has
happened in the past. These young people do not know that history.
They may know a little, but not enough to judge others. They are
politicized. People understand their present situation. They want a job, a
house, an education, they want to meet their basic necessities.
Karim’s account is obviously reflective of his political ideology, which
favors primarily the attention to musulmanes’ needs in Ceuta. In chapter 5, I will
fully explore how musulmanes changed Ceuta’s political scene. However, the
current political engagement of musulmanes throughout the city is not as great
as Karim would certainly like it to be. Although musulmanes like Karim represent
a politically unified community of musulmanes, the reality of life on the border
and international criminal trends have continued to affect how musulmanes
imagine themselves and act as a community.
In the 1990s, as sub-Saharan and North African immigrants began using
Ceuta as an entry point into the European Union (EU), the Spanish-Moroccan
border tightened. The EU financed a double-wired fence along the border and
Spanish state agents heavily patrolled the area, although Moroccan residents
from the province of Tetuán (adjacent to the border) and ceutíes have special
permissions to cross the border for commercial purposes, and thousands of
Moroccans do so daily. This fortification of the Spanish-Moroccan border is part
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of a wider phenomenon of Western European immigration control (Brochmann
and Hammar 1999; King, et al. 2000).

However, because of increased security

along the border and an increase in European demand for hashish, criminality
along the peripheral neighborhoods in Ceuta increased dramatically.
Rachid: Many of our young people are bad. And because of a few, all,
almost all are marginalized. People [cristianos] think “This moor!”
Ahmed: What has happened is that there came some years of drugs. And
some people have, because of a scarcity of work, started to make easy
money…A kid who is thirteen, fourteen that sees his father making money
that way [selling drugs] does not want to study anymore.
Many of these smugglers and drug traffickers also took up smuggling
immigrants into Ceuta and the Peninsula. The national government’s response
to criminality along the border significantly reduced crime in Ceuta at the turn of
the twenty first century. However, part of the response to crime by the local
government involved the formation of the Unidad de Intervención Rapida (“Rapid
Intervention Unit” or UIR). The UIR rapidly clashed with residents in peripheral
neighborhoods, and that resulted in a rift between the local police and
musulmanes.

In addition, the arrest in December 2006 of eleven suspected

terrorists in the peripheral neighborhood of Principe Alfonso fueled existing
concerns by ceutíes and Spain’s national government about Ceuta serving as a
gateway for terrorists entering Europe.

The men arrested planned to target

different civil and military location in Ceuta. Some had previous criminal records,
and that furthered stigmatized musulmanes’ peripheral neighborhoods as
possible breeding grounds for terrorists.
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So far, I have suggested that three overlapping periods have differently
contributed to musulmanes’ sense of community. Whether as colonial subjects,
stateless non-citizens, or unwanted/troublesome citizens, the sense of belonging
to Ceuta has been a common thread to musulmanes through time.

These

identity shifts have been contingent on the changing relationships between
cristianos and musulmanes. In turn, these changing relationships have yielded
to various fragmentations within the musulmán community, which, nonetheless,
in the last two decades of the twentieth century had to come together to fight for
their rights as citizens of Ceuta, Spain.
The preceding historical narratives detail the dialogical emergence of
musulmanes’ sense of community, which is different from that of cristianos.
Although I have not claimed that these differing senses of community have
evolved independent of each other, I have not yet critically addressed the power
dynamic between cristianos and musulmanes beyond the obvious colonial and
political economic domination of the former over the latter. I now want to briefly
explore the effects of racialization in shaping musulmanes’ sense of community.
In the next section, I want to consider a particular set of life stories that help
illustrate how a racial hierarchy that dates back to the Spanish Reconquest and
colonialism in the twentieth century plays an important role in shaping how
musulmanes give meaning to their interactions with cristianos.
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Musulmanes, Race, and Sexuality
Anthropologists have established that social actors strategically deploy identities
depending on context.

They have also established that power differentials

between social actors also matter in how the more powerful impose certain
identities on others. Yet race and racial identity are particular troublesome to
theorize because they simultaneously convey a universal quality of oppression
and a specific history of transatlantic colonial domination by Europeans (Mullings
2005:668). The universal quality of race can be discovered through the multiple
forms in which differences (cultural, ethnic, linguistic, etc.) are attributed to
biology, while the specific history of race following European colonialism has
established a specific hierarchy where whites are at the top and blacks are the
bottom (with everyone else variously arranged in between). How individuals and
groups resist racism is also difficult to theorize because in their resistance they
can simultaneously reject, embrace, or (re)create racial categories (cf. LazarusBlack and Hirsch 1994).
Since the times of Franz Boas (Boas 1940), anthropologists have not
considered these theoretical difficulties an ontological problem since they have
known for decades that race is a “social construct” that has no biological basis;
instead anthropologists have focused on putting forth critical methodologies that
deconstruct racial categories. A difficulty with this epistemic approach is that the
ethnographer has to do “double duty” when addressing academic and political
issues concerning race (Baker 2001). That is, scientific observations about race
(or the invalidity of race) and addressing popular notions of race are different but
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equally necessary tasks for the anthropologist.

Anthropologists sum up this

duality when in their introductory classes they tell their students “race is not real
but it has real socio-cultural consequences.”23
Here I want to suggest that the anthropological emphasis on the duality of
race as “not real but having real consequences” is not always a compelling
principle with which to explore how racial hierarchies. The problem is that the
lack of “reality” that is attributed to social constructs is based on rigid distinctions
between human biology and their social nature.

I would argue that race is

tangible—and hence somewhat “real”—when inscribed on the body.

For

example, people can experience this reality through desire and the physical
realization of that desire when people sexually transgress racial boundaries.24
Racial inscriptions on the body might be socially constructed, but the experience
of race through sex or sexual desire blurs the boundary of biological reality and
social construction.

Furthermore, on a more general level the experience of

racialization itself creates differing experiences dominant and subordinate
groups; in turn, these experiences can lead to differing worldviews (e.g., senses
of

23

community)

or

disagreements

over

commonly

shared

ideas

(e.g.,

See the American Anthropological Association Statement on Race
(http://www.aaanet.org/stmts/racepp.htm).
24
Or conversely, when people specifically do not sexually transgress racial boundaries (even
though they might be willing to transgress racial boundaries in other social settings).
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convivencia). Thus the question of how “real” race is becomes less relevant than
how race might be differently experienced through social processes.
The work of Ann Stoler (1989; 1995; 2002) has been influential in my
thinking about how sexual desire and racialization is a critical component of
European colonization. She has argued that paying attention to the intimate in
colonial contexts is not a mere historical peculiarity, but rather it is important
“because domains of the intimate figured so prominently in the perceptions and
policies of those who ruled” (Stoler 2002:7).

In this section, I am not as

concerned with the relationship between, race, sexuality, and colonial domination
within a historical context, as I am with contemporary forms racialization and the
transgression of sexual frontiers (Goldstein 1999). Of course, I am taking for
granted that racial hierarchies have existed between Spaniards and Northern
Africans since at least the nineteenth century (Morales Lezcano 1988), and more
likely since the fourteenth century when the concept of purity of blood was
prominent among nobility (García de Cortázar and González Vesga 2005:212).
Furthermore, I do not go into details of sexual relationships between
musulmanes and cristianos simply because that was never the purpose of my
research.
Theory and ethnographic practice came together in this section when I
began to make sense of my conversations with Karina. Her stories are not about
sex, but they allowed me to make sense of a body of data that I accumulated
during many conversations with cristianos, mostly in bars, about the sexual
mystique of musulmanas. Similarly, although many of her life stories began with
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details of specific events, they often returned to domination of some cristianos
over musulmanes. Again, these aspects of her stories also allowed me to make
sense of the many racist comments that some cristianos made about
musulmanes during informal interviews.
After I completed my fieldwork, Fatima Mernissi’s work (1994; 2001)
further influenced the manner in which I thought about the implications of
crossing boundaries, including sexual ones, between Western European and
North African peoples. Indeed, I view the theoretical framing that I have given to
my work with Karina as a transgression given my mishaps as a male
anthropologist trying to include as many musulmanas in my sample in order to
form “balanced” interpretations. Nonetheless, I have tried to maintain a balance
between presenting Karina’s life stories as a voice from within the musulmán
community and my anthropological need to place it within the broader context of
this chapter and dissertation.
One of the most difficult aspects of my fieldwork was finding musulmanas
with whom I could sit down and talk with for long periods. Friends’ wives or
relatives turned down my requests for interviews several times before Mohamed
Mustafa was able to secure a visit with Karina, a musulmana in her late thirties
with five children. She has been married in the past to a cristiano (with whom
she had children), lived outside of Ceuta for a number of years, and occasionally
practices Sufi rituals that most musulmanes do not considered legitimate Islamic
practices. As such, Karina is not the “normal” Muslim woman that Rosander
(1991) describes in her study. In fact, many musulmanes in Ceuta would not
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consider her a “good Muslim” because she has not respected culturally
prescribed

boundaries

between

men/women

and

cristianos/musulmanes

(Rosander 1991:273).
Immediately after we sat down to talk, I realized that her answers to some
of the standard questions that I had were much different from previous life stories
that I had recorded. I first asked Karina to talk about how the relationships
between musulmanes and cristianos had changed over the years.
Absolutely, everything has changed. Before the girls were more united,
there were fewer secrets among [female] neighbors. Today, all I see is
evil. They envy you for nothing. And if they talk to you, they talk to you
[gesture implying doubt], I do not know. Before, we [females] were more
united. I see that everything has changed. Friendships are not the same,
the [female] neighbors are surlier. And if they come to see you, it is to
take what you have, and to see if you eat more or if you eat less. And we
were not that way before, that is the way I see it.
Before the girls were more united, the [female] neighbors got together,
some kneaded, others brought flour, and we made meals between four or
five neighbors. Now, I see that everyone does their own thing. They are
very closed off.
It was immediately clear to me that Karina had other “changing relationships” in
mind than that of cristianos and musulmanes. My initial reaction to her response
was to redirect her so that she would describe the changing relationships
between musulmanes and cristianos.
misunderstood my question.

I thought that perhaps she had
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In this neighborhood it was mostly payos,25 there were a lot of payos. And
we used to get along very well. If there was a wedding, they would be the
first ones to come. And if there was something else they were the first.
We did it very well, we have not had any problems….
… If my mother had to leave with my brother, who has always been sick,
and had to take him out of Ceuta, a Spanish [cristiana] woman would stay
with us. And she would stay with us during the night, give us food, bathe
us. We used to get along very well. But now it costs me a lot of trouble to
leave my two-year-old girl with someone. It is hard…The problem that we
have is with our own people, our own race.
Karina had understood my initial question, but she felt that musulmanes
have hurt her most. Still, she did talk about a past in which musulmanes and
cristianos got along. If one subtracts her thirty-something years from 2005 (when
the interview took place), one realizes that Karina was referring to relationships
that existed in the late 1960s and throughout the 1970s. The Spaniards that
lived in Karina’s neighborhood at that time were mostly low-rank military men,
and other ceutíes described her neighborhood as a hangout spot for gambling
and prostitution. Regardless, her neighborhood has been poor since Karina lived
in it. The class similarities that brought musulmanes and cristianos together in
the 1920s still bridged gaps within an otherwise divided society. Karina finishes
her description of the good relationships between musulmanes and cristianos by
again redirecting her narrative towards the problem is with “our own race.”

25

Karina used the word “payo” to refer to a cristianos, although in peninsular Spain it usually
refers to a non-Gypsy.
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As Karina continued narrating stories from her life, it became clear that her
family shaped her initial negative posture towards musulmanes in our
conversation.
Karina: In my parents’ house, we were ten, then my mother and father.
Ten brothers and sisters, we got along well. Very beautiful. Well, I got
along best with my brother Mohamed, may he be in glory. I got along very
well, he was a guy that suffered a lot. Because my father was a man that
liked women a lot, he liked drinking a lot. He was the kind of man that
what he earned was only for him, he used it to go on the streets and have
fun.
My mother has struggled, and she suffered a lot for us. My mother
worked for us, and has struggled a lot for us, and it is very difficult…
I was working on the streets by the time I was twelve, she had to take me
out of school and put me to work. And we moved the household forward.
Because I am the oldest.
Then I had a brother that also started working when he was young,
thirteen or fourteen years old. Then he got into drugs.
Gabriel: Was he into drugs as a user or seller?
Karina: He started consuming. He started selling with a woman, and
apparently he then got hooked. He died when he was twenty-nine, he left
two children, and it has been very hard.
On another occasion, I casually asked Karina to tell me what had been the most
mischievous thing she did as a child. During previous interviews that question
had served as an opportunity to relax and listen to funny stories from the past,
but that would not be the case this time.
I spent two days hiding after my father hit my mother and I went to the
police…[I spent] two days hiding under my grandmother’s bed! [laughter]
Two days hiding under my grandmother’s bed because my father was
going to give it to me. And I saw my mother lying on the floor bleeding,
and I walked barefooted from my house to the police several blocks away,
and I told the police “policeman, policeman, policeman, my father killed my

136

mother!” So I got in their car and they brought me back here. I will never
forget that.
Eventually Karina did get a beating from her father. The emotional scars that she
carries from her childhood have influenced her perspective on what is most
troubling in life. Yet her stories also reveal the growth of a young woman whose
life did not conform to the Muslims ideals, and that got her in trouble.
I left this place [Ceuta] with a policeman that knew my father, he was from
Algeciras. And he would come here on duty, but on the weekends he
would go back. So I left my house when I was sixteen or seventeen. It all
happened because I liked a young man [not the policeman], and when he
came to ask for my hand, my father said no. So the young man asked me
to either choose my parents or him. I was stupid, I was stupid. So, I
chose him and left my parents.
So I went to live with him. After four or five months the problems began.
So I went to the police headquarters and told this man [the policeman]. I
told him “I no longer have a life in Ceuta.” All my family lived here, and I
was in no condition to live here and this land was too small. So he told me
that if I went with him to his house, I could work there and I would not
need anything.
One day I met him at the port, and he passed me through…He talked to
the Civil Guard, that was much different from what it is today. And yes, he
took me out and I worked in his house. I was working very well in his
house.
After some time had passed, one day he told me that my father had told
him that if he saw me to tell me that a letter had arrived to get Spanish
citizenship. I did not believe him because I thought that he was going to
trick me and bring me home, and then my father would beat me. And I
was scared. He told his wife, and she told me that she would go with me
to fix the papers and then we would come back with her husband. We did
just that, and came back. I arranged my papers, bought the stamps, and
went to the courthouse…
I went back with these people, and he [the policeman] picked up my
identification card and brought it to me. And with this married couple they
had me as…well, she could not have children, so I did not consider myself
as a worker, I thought I was another member of the family. She could not
have children, I was her passion, they even changed my name. I was
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everything to her. If she had an argument with her partner, she would
come to my room and tell me everything, and if I had problems, I would tell
her.
But then there came time when her friends started telling her that it was
impossible that her husband loved me as one would love a daughter.
That it was too much love. Because when this man got paid, he would
take us both out. The truth is that they had a beautiful marriage. Then
one day her sister told her that it was impossible, that there had to be
something else going on. Then she got jealous. They would fight all the
time and she would tell me to go to my room and not come out. This man
was used to me being like his daughter. I cooked, cleaned, ironed, and
fixed his bags. But then, his wife would no longer let me iron shirts and
wanted to do it herself. So I got tired, and I noticed that they did not treat
me in the same way they did in the beginning. And I left that house.
There are two contradictory elements in Karina’s narrative that I want to
highlight. On the one hand, she has to leave the confinements of Ceuta because
she could neither bear to live with her partner nor with the shame of leaving her
house without her father’s approval to live “illegitimately” with her partner.
Karina’s behavior was shameful to her family and her immediate community. On
the other hand, Karina then took a job as domestic servant in the house of
cristianos. Initially, she describes her relationship to the policeman and his wife
as family-like. However, her situation degenerated to the point were she was
merely a domestic servant and made the object of suspected sexual indiscretions
by the wife and the wife’s sister.
Because Karina was a domestic servant and a (suspected) object of
desire, she embodied a “musulmana” through her class and perceived
sexuality—and this despite the fact that one of the main reasons that she left
Ceuta was because she was not a “good musulmana.”

As such, Karina’s

predicament mirrors broader relationships between musulmanes and cristianos
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within the domestic realm of cristianos.

Rosander (1991) argues that

musulmanas have been generally restricted and socially unavailable to cristianos
in Ceuta. However, this is partially untrue because even Rosander notes that
many musulmanas worked in cristiano households. Today, many musulmanas
from Ceuta continue to take care of elderly cristianos and do domestic work; in
addition, hundreds of Moroccan women cross the border everyday to do similar
work. Within cristianos’ domestic realm, musulmanas have become accessible
in a context of labor domination.
Another manner in which cristianos have “access” to musulmanas is
through sexual desire and sexual relations. I met many cristiano males who
talked openly about musulmanas as being especially good in bed and
possessive of a mystical sexuality. The manner and context in which cristianos
made these comments varied, but it was clear that in all circumstances cristianos
were racializing musulmanas’ bodies through sexuality.
On one occasion, Francisco, a cristiano in his mid thirties who works for
the government, was talking to me about mixed relationships in Ceuta. He first
told me that families of musulmanes are more likely to object if someone from
their family goes out with a cristiano/a. I asked him if it was more difficult for a
cristiano to date a musulmana since her parents would be more protective over
her. He said that it was more difficult, but that it happened occasionally. In fact,
he had dated a musulmana when he was younger, and he warned me, “Don’t be
fooled, they are very tricky, they are no saints.” He then added that there was
truth to his grandparents’ generation belief about “Moor” women being sorcerers
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that put cristianos under a spell. I met three other men like Francisco who had
relationships with musulmanas but did not marry them or have children with
them. The manner in which these men related these stories to me conveyed
their enjoyment of a sexual adventure that was limited by the willingness of
musulmanes as a community to open up to cristianos casually dating
musulmanas.26
I found the most explicit racialization of musulmanas’ bodies in the stories
of cristianos in bars, usually late at night and after heavy consumption of alcohol.
In Melilla, Driessen (1992:182-188) has documented the extreme situation in
which Moroccan prostitutes and Legionnaires depended on each other for
economic sustenance and sexual gratification. In Ceuta, similar relationships
have existed between military men and prostitutes that are either musulmanas
from Ceuta or Moroccan. However, during the time of my fieldwork, the most
visible prostitutes in the city were all Moroccan women who walked the streets of
El Centro.

After asking around, it appears that most costumers are older

cristiano males, although most of the former clients that I met are cristianos in the
thirties. One late night, three ex-military men in their late twenties crudely told me
how “Moorish” women could cast a spell.

26

These men had slept with some

Many cristianos would also object to the marriage of a cristiano and a musulmana, but that was
not something that Francisco and the other men emphasized during our conversations. Of
course, there are few marriages between musulmanes and cristianos, but they are rare
(numerically).
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musulmanas that were prostitutes and others that were not. They told me that
“Moor” women moved differently in bed. As men, they could enjoy and handle
their bodies in more passionate and forceful manner.
I do not want to overemphasize the domination of cristiano males of
musulmanas at the expense of overall gender inequality.

My point is that

cristiano males’ sexual desire of musulmanas exists in Ceuta in a manner that
assigns a mystical and exotic (if not prohibited) quality to musulmanas (cf.
Thompson 2006).

Had it not been for Karina’s stories, I would have had a

difficult time placing the above information in this dissertation. Quite simply, her
stories at the margins of anything I could clearly identify and “musulmán” or
“cristianos” brought some much needed ethnographic clarity to social realities of
domination and racialization.
Although Karina was neither a prostitute nor a typical servant in a ceutí
household, her stories pointed towards the intersections where cristianos
routinely exercised power over musulmanas. When I again asked Karina one of
the usual questions regarding the current political situation in the city (again
insisting on the relationship between musulmanes and cristianos), she bypassed
my interests again and responded, “There is not enough help for women.” She
described how the lack of opportunities for musulmanas sometimes led them to
the ugly world of drugs.
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I know them [women who transport drugs] as if they were my sisters.
One…well you know that when a woman is on the streets and dedicates
herself to the life,27 then she gets married, and then, the defect that we
musulmanes have is that every time there is a fight or an argument, he
brings it out and tells you that “I have done this and that for you,” they tell
you that they picked you up and gave you a home, and gave you
everything. There comes a time when she said “no more.” She was not
going to take the beatings or a man that insulted her. So she separated.
And here in Ceuta it is very difficult to find work, and it is difficult to get any
help. To have any sort of help, you need many friends. As they say, “if
you do not have a godparent, then you can not get baptized.”
So this woman started going with other people, and they offered her the
job of transporting drugs. It has gone very well, she has a house, she has
a car, she has her kids, and it has gone very well. But one day, not long
ago, they [police] caught her.
Most women transport drugs within their bodies because few manage to
own a vehicle in which they can hide their merchandise. The woman in Karina’s
story lost her freedom and her ability to provide for her children.

Karina’s

concern for women in such situations demonstrates the extreme social and
economic isolation that a few musulmanas face in Ceuta.

Almost all the

prostitues in Ceuta are musulmanas or Moroccan, and the drug trade
overwhelmingly affects musulmanas. These facts again point towards the effects
of a social and racial hierarchy.
Over the course of hours and days in which I talked to Karina, I found that
a pattern emerged within her stories.

27

Her and other women’s experiences

A woman who “is on the streets and dedicates herself to the life” is a prostitute.
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outside the realms of the ideal musulmana religious identity (Rosander 1991)
were usually closely followed by encounters with cristianos framed by
male/female, cristiano/musulmana domination. For example, one can appreciate
this pattern in of Karina’s most recent experience as a city employee cleaning
streets and public lands.
Karina: I spent seven months last years working in El Principe.
Gabriel: Working on what?
Karina: On the Plan de Empleo.28 I would leave my house at six in the
morning and wait for my colleagues in El Centro so I could go, because I
was afraid. And I was working there, and they [musulmanes from El
Principe] came out with knives, to insult us, throw rocks at us, we always
had to be with the police around us.
Gabriel: Why did they do that?
Karina: Well, I do not know. Because women should be at home and men
should be working.
Gabriel: And all the people that worked were women?
Karina: Yes, we were thirty and all thirty were women.
Gabriel: And it was seven months?
Karina: Seven months in there, seven months.
Gabriel: And those incidents with knives and rocks, was that at the
beginning or throughout?

28

Literally, “Employment Plan.” It is a program funded by the local government with the purpose
of training (through temporary employment) people in difficult financial situations.
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Karina: No, that was at the beginning. At the beginning they [musulmanes
from El Principe] behaved very badly. They threw water at us, threw
rocks. We would go knock at a door to ask for water, and they would tell
us “Why don’t you go to the municipal building to ask for water? Are you
not working for them?” They behaved badly. But that was not
everywhere, only certain neighborhoods. For example, we had to do
Principe Felipe [below Principe Alfonso], and people there made tea for
us, gave us pastries, and breakfast at ten in the morning. They brought us
breakfast, water bottles, juice, everything. But the upper part [Principe
Alfonso], I do not wish that on anyone. Principe Alfonso, that was horrible.
Gabriel: And were the majority of women musulmanas?
Karina: All of them. All of us were musulmanas. And there were women
who had been raised in El Principe and still have families in El Principe.
Gabriel: Did that receive any public attention, or did that stay between all
of you?
Karina: That whole thing stayed between us. The bosses said that they
were going to go to the press to question why people did such things. But
it never got anywhere. It remained that way, it stopped. One time
photographers came and took photos and everything, because one time
had it not been for the fire truck, things were going to get really bad.
Because someone pulled out a knife on one of my colleagues, and she
went crazy, because as it turned out she was on drugs, and she was
doing methamphetamine. And she started to fight, and some people
could not believe what had happened. It was a big mess. They stopped
all work and said they were going to fix it. But what the heck, they did not
do anything. At first, they put two police patrols next to us. But the police
were afraid. At ten in the morning they would leave and say “Everything
here is calm.” Then they would leave and not come back. There were
horrible times, especially in the upper part [Principe Alfonso].
We protested, and asked to be switched [from El Principe]. They said
“yes, yes, yes,” but then came an order that said “no.” They said that
neighborhood was assigned to us, and we had to stay there until we
finished.
Mohamed Mustafa: Did they send all the workers that were musulmanes
to El Principe, or were all workers musulmanes?
Karina: It was only…and we protested, because there were Spanish
women, and they did not send one with us, we were thirty, and all thirty
women were…
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Gabriel: Musulmanas?
Karina: Yes, musulmanas. And we protested, and asked why the Spanish
women had been sent to El Centro, they were all in El Centro doing
gardening or in San Amaro [Park]. There were no Spanish women at the
border or in the country with us.
Gabriel: And who made that decision?
Karina: I do not remember their names, but they were both Spaniards.
And they told you that it was not in your best interest to complain because
we can easily fire you. One time I had a huge argument because they
sent us to a ditch, so we went down and worked hard because it was July.
And you know that when the sun is hot, and in a ditch full of weeds, if
there is some animal, it comes out. So a girl that was with us, that must
have been two or three months pregnant, and a snake passed by her feet
that made a loud hissing noise. The girl stayed put, and all of us were
screaming. And the boss came and took her to the hospital, and she
almost lost her baby.
So, we refused to go down [to the ditch], and the Spaniard boss came and
said that we had to go down there, that we were workers and that is what
we were supposed to do. So I told him that since he is the boss, he
should go. My colleagues can go, but I am not going. He wanted to go
down, so I told him you can go down if you want, I will give you my clothes
if you want, but I am not going. He then asked me for my identification
card. I asked him what for, and he said so that I can fill some papers and
you can go home if you want.
Gabriel: So what happened?
Karina: Well, we protested but it was of no use. We protested for three
days, but they said that they would not pay us our monthly wages, so we
had to swallow it and go down.
In this story, both musulmanes and cristianos fail Karina, yet there is a
familiar pattern in her stories where some musulmanes reject her or other
musulmanas and then cristianos in positions of power oppress them. Karina, her
co-worker that uses drugs, and the woman who was caught smuggling drugs all
have engaged in behavior that falls outside the boundaries of accepted female
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Muslim identity in Ceuta.29

Nonetheless, their treatment as subordinate and

racialized musulmanas creates a racial continuity within the musulmán
community that goes beyond religious identity and is imposed by cristianos from
without.
Fatima Mernissi, a Moroccan sociologist, has written extensively about the
dangers and wonders “crossing of borders” between men and women, native and
foreigner. At the very end of Dreams of Trespass (1994), Mernissi writes of a
conversation that she had when she was little with Mina, an elder slave in the
Harem where she grew up. After Mernissi tells Mina how her nine year-old boy
friend would no longer be allowed to be in the women’s communal baths, Mina
tells her that life would be more difficult because she would be “ruled by
difference.” Furthermore, that difference would always divide the powerful from
the powerless. Mernissi concludes her book, “I asked Mina how would I know on
which side I stood. Her answer was quick, short, and very clear: ‘If you can’t get
out, you are on the powerless side’” (1994:242). Similarly, it is clear to me that
Karina has lived on the powerless side of racial and sexual hierarchies. She
admits to having made mistakes in her life, but her transgressions of boundaries
in Ceuta have only resulted in her meeting the rigidity of class, gender, racial,
and sexual borders.

29

Many musulmanes told me that over the last twenty years or so religion has become more
important in their community and that the current generation might be more conservative than
previous ones (especially with regards to the behavior of women).
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Although Karina’s stories did not directly relate her experiences in what
Joane Nagel (2003) refers to as the crossing of “ethnosexual frontiers,” her
stories helped me make sense out of the experiences of other ceutíes that have
variously crossed those frontiers. Nagel explains that people who cross those
frontiers do so with different intentions; they are settlers, sojourners, adventurers,
and invaders (2003:14-36). In Ceuta, the children of musulmanes and cristianos
are called mestizos, the mixture of Spanish blood. More frequently, cristiano
males fanaticize about the adventures of crossing and returning from those
boundaries. Women like Karina and some of her friends represent a physical
racial crossing point for those cristianos. In turn, those sexual transgressions
reinforce and are reinforced by other forms of domination in non-sexual social
spheres. Of course, musulmanes, male and female, also participate in their own
racialization through the religious valorization or commodification of their bodies
(cf. Goldstein 1999). Indeed, Karina’s insistence on the problem “being with our
own race” points to the many occasions in which musulmanes have rejected her
for crossing boundaries that cristianos otherwise maintain to oppress
musulmanes.
My intention in presenting Karina’s life stories has not been to reduce all
forms of cristianos’ racialization of musulmanes to sexual transgressions—
although I do hold that sexuality has an important role in the formation of racial
categories.

Instead, her narratives have disrupted, in my fieldwork and this

dissertation, the stability with which many cristianos and musulmanes take for
granted their collective identities.

Although her stories do not appear as
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“historical,” in the sense that they do not conform to the other ceutíes’ communal
notions of the past, they did bring clarity to the complexities of racial formations.
I realized in the “here and now” of our interviews how Karina transgressed
boundaries in her life stories: One moment she denounced musulmanes for
throwing rocks at her and her coworkers, and minutes later she was talking about
the discrimination perpetrated by the cristianos in charge of her working crew.
What one might interpret as instability in Karina’s life, I would argue is actually
representative of the instability and ambiguity that has shaped musulmanes’
sense of community throughout the twentieth century.
In this and the previous chapter, I have explored how different histories
have yielded to different imagination and representations of community by
cristianos and musulmanes. Cristianos address the incongruity between Ceuta
and peninsular Spain through narratives of Spanishness, while musulmanes
have struggled to expand their communal ties to any broader community outside
of Ceuta. For cristianos, Ceuta is Spanish because they are Spanish, and for
musulmanes, they are Spanish because they are ceutíes.

From my

anthropological prism, these different senses of community are cultural
differences.

In chapter 4, I explore how these cultural differences manifest

themselves in ceutíes’ construction of difference through the concept of
convivencia.

In chapters 5 and 6, I explore how these cultural differences

manifest themselves in ceutíes’ contestation of difference through local politics.
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CHAPTER 4
CONVIVENCIA: THE CONSTRUCTION OF DIFFERENCE
Since the 1980s, Ceuta’s local government has adopted the concept of
convivencia as Ceuta’s official heritage.1 Ceuta’s office of tourism presents the
exclave as an important crossing/meeting point in the Mediterranean. The city’s
website welcomes the potential tourist with the following:
The character of a city that is open to the world is precisely what has
allowed Europeans, Africans, and Asians to live here currently. The
cultures and idiosyncrasies of Christians, Muslims, Hindus, and Jews mix
as the principal communities of this cosmopolitan population that has
respect and convivencia as its signs of identity. (www.ceuta.es)
In addition to city officials, most ceutíes accept convivencia as their local
heritage. In this sense, a ceutí will speak of convivencia to acknowledge the
existence of Ceuta’s four cultures.

However, beyond the realm of official

heritage, convivencia becomes a complex, ambiguous, and flexible concept for
ceutíes.
This chapter is concerned with how ceutíes, particularly musulmanes and
cristianos, construct difference through the concept of convivencia. However, in
order to better understand convivencia as a construction of difference, the first
part of this chapter explores the relationships between musulmanes from an
outsider’s perspective. That is, I take the convivencia at face value and assess

1

Two ceutíes who have worked with Ceuta’s governmental records and archives made a rough
estimate that the popular usage of convivencia occurred in the early 1980s.
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the nature of its existence. In order to carry out this assessment, I analyze data
from the 2001 Spanish census, present a day of observations from my fieldnotes,
and offer a classification of everyday interactions between musulmanes and
cristianos. I also explore the ethnographic difficulties that I have encountered in
trying to fix convivencia as the focus of my research
In the second part of this chapter, I examine various conversations in
which ceutíes explicitly talk about convivencia. I analyze these conversations as
performances

in

which

ceutíes

musulmanes and cristianos.

order

everyday

experiences

between

And here is where the concept of convivencia

represents a construction of difference. As I will show, convivencia is a concept
that ceutíes commonly share, but it has different normative outcomes for
musulmanes and cristianos. In turn, these differences are best understood within
the context of the senses of community explored in the previous two chapters.

Convivencia Observed?
The 2001 Spanish census is a rich source of sociological and economic data.
Unfortunately, the census does not ask information regarding religious beliefs,
ethnicity, or race; and therefore it is not possible to straightforwardly breakdown
data according to such categories. Nonetheless, because many musulmanes in
Ceuta live exclusively in peripheral neighborhoods, it is possible to make some
comparisons between specific subpopulations that roughly correspond with
cristianos and musulmanes.
Ceuta is divided into six census districts, and each one of those is divided
into smaller sub-districts. District 6 is mainly populated by musulmanes because
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it encompasses the entire borderland with Morocco.

The two best-known

peripheral neighborhoods in this district are Benzu and Principe Alfonso.
However, District 6 also includes a considerable amount of military and scarcely
inhabited mountainous territories that make generalizing about musulmanes from
the area more problematic. District 5 also has a heavy presence of musulmanes,
but there are also many cristianos. Throughout the rest of the districts, cristianos
most likely make up the majority of inhabitants, although small pockets of
neighborhoods of musulmanes can be found throughout the city.
In order to provide a comparison between musulmanes and cristianos, I
want to examine what many in Ceuta would consider two drastically opposed
neighborhoods. First, Principe Alfonso is the most infamous neighborhood in the
city. It is adjacent to the Moroccan border and official crossing point, and it is
safe to assume that there are virtually no cristianos living there. Principe Alfonso
almost perfectly corresponds with Sub-districts 2 and 3 of District 6. Second, the
neighborhoods in and around El Centro are mostly inhabited by cristianos,
although musulmanes live in some of the poorer neighborhoods in the
southeastern part of the isthmus. Cristianos mostly live in the downtown area,
which is encompassed by Sub-districts 1, 2, 3, and 4 of District 1.
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Figure 4.1 Census Map with Sub-Districts Selected for Comparison

In 2001, the census reported that the total population of Ceuta was
74,654.

Principe Alfonso and El Centro have 4,519 and 5,392 inhabitants,

respectively. This combined total represents 13.3% of Ceuta’s total population. I
am not suggesting that this is a representative sample of the general population.
On the contrary, the selection of these two areas is supposed to discriminate in
order to compare two social and economic extremes in the city. Since 2001,
Ceuta’s population has grown to 75,861 in 2006. This amounts to population
growth rate of 0.8% over a four-year period, which is consistent with the 2%
growth rate experienced from 1991 to 2001.

This stable growth rate coupled
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with the fact that there have not been any major social, economic, or migratory
changes means that it is safe to assume that the conclusions drawn from the
2001 census are still relevant for the period in which I conducted fieldwork (20042005).
When sifting through the census data, it is immediately obvious that there
are some major differences in population structure between Principe Alfonso and
El Centro. The following population pyramid (Figure 4.1) compares how different
age groups contribute to the overall population of each area. Despite the fact
that Ceuta has the highest percentage of young people in all of Spain, the
distribution for El Centro is closer to the age distribution in other parts of the
country and Western Europe where birth rates began to decline during the last
decades of the twentieth century. However, the population of Principe Alfonso is
much younger, and individuals between the ages of 0 and 34 account for 67.3%
of the population; whereas the same age group only accounts for 45.8% of the
population in El Centro.
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Figure 4.2 Population Pyramid of El Centro and Principe Alfonso

Immigration from Morocco since the 1980s, but especially in the late
1990s, partly accounts for the elevated number among young people of working
age (16 years).

However, census data shows that the main reason for this

increase of young people between the ages of 0 and 29 is drastically different
birth rates, which is reflected by Principe Alfonso’s larger families. The following
graphs show the differences between the two areas in terms of number of
children per families (Figure 4.2) and total number of people per household
(Figure 4.3). In Principe Alfonso 40.7% of families with children have three or
more children, whereas in El Centro the number drops to 20.8%. Since the late
1980s, the birth rate for Principe Alfonso has doubled that of El Centro. It follows
from these statistics that 76.4% of all households in El Centro are composed of
four people or less, whereas half of all households in El Principe have five people
or more.

Percent of Area's Total Families with
Children
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Note that in Figure 4.3, 7% of all households in El Principe have ten people or
more living in them. Another way of looking these statistics is that three quarters
of all people in El Centro live in households that have five people or less, but
three quarters of all people in Principe Alfonso live in houses with five or more
people.
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These trends are no secret to ceutíes.

The local newspaper El Faro

reported in 2004 and 2005 that the first babies of the year in Ceuta were from
Moroccan parents.2 In 2006, the streak was finally broken when a couple from El
Principe gave birth to a little boy. However, on the newspaper’s online forum
where people leave comments about news stories several people made no
distinction between Moroccan and ceutíes from Principe Alfonso. One person
wrote, “And every time more Moors!”
The number of people per household also points to cramped living
conditions in which family members must live together in close quarters.
Interestingly, ceutíes know Principe Alfonso for its many illegal constructions in
which owners expand on the basic structures of their homes without city
construction permits.

On various occasions, cristianos warned me to not be

fooled by the stories of poverty in Principe Alfonso. They argued that one only
needed to look at the size of the houses and satellite dishes for proof of
prosperity.

Indeed, there are some people in Principe Alfonso that have

expanded their houses to impressive proportions, and satellite dishes can be
seen on some rooftops; nonetheless, the overall appearance of Principe Alfonso
is of a poor neighborhood. Images obtained from Google Earth online software
(Figure 4.4) demonstrate the different urban patterns of both neighborhoods.

2

It is common for Moroccans to cross the border into Ceuta to seek medical attention, and many
Moroccan women give birth in Ceuta.
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People in Principe Alfonso have crowded into limited space. The result has been
an irregular urban layout unlike El Centro’s square grids. In Principe Alfonso, a
few uphill roads have served as arteries from which clusters of houses expand
asymmetrically.

Figure 4.5 Satellite Images from Principe Alfonso (left) and El Centro (right)

In addition to dissimilar appearances between the two areas from the
skies, walking around the two neighborhoods also reveals important differences.
El Centro has many old buildings that are in need of repair, yet the streets and
aesthetic appearance is much better maintained than that of Principe Alfonso. I
often joked with friends that the streets around El Centro appeared to be in a
perpetual cleaning stage. Even funnier was the time I observed how a group of
workers stood around the cleaning truck while one man worked the hose.
Principe Alfonso, on the other hand, has been in need of an urban facelift for
quite some time.

There is more trash on the streets, and illegal dumpsites

abound. The old buildings in El Centro are “historic” in their appearance and new
construction is in the hands of established construction companies. In Principe
Alfonso, old buildings are awaiting their destruction and new construction simply
appears as unfinished projects.
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These superficial observations are backed by census data that show
drastic differences in relevant indicators of material and social capital.

In El

Centro 67.2% of all homes have a car available to them, and 93.79% of all
people live in buildings that have telephone lines. However, in Principe Alfonso
45.6% of all homes have cars available to them, and 33% of all people live in
buildings that have telephone lines.

Unemployment, which can serve as an

indicator of both material and social capital, is also disparate between the two
areas. Out of all households in El Centro, 15.4% have at least one person over
the age of sixteen that is unemployed.

In Principe Alfonso, 53.7% of all

households have at least one person over the age of sixteen unemployed. One
final statistical indicator perhaps best summarizes the differences in social and
material capital between the two areas.

In El Centro 0.78% of all heads of

households are illiterate, whereas in Principe Alfonso the number goes up to
26%. Furthermore, the combined number of illiterates and those who have not
received any formal education is 5% in El Centro and 67.3% in Principe Alfonso.
It is clear from the census data that there are two separate populations
within the city of Ceuta, but it is difficult to statistically account for all the variables
that might lead to such disparities. One might hypothesize that the origin of the
population in Principe Alfonso in Morocco makes them more similar to
populations on that side of the border. However, census data indicates that
77.1% of all people in Principe Alfonso were born in Ceuta and only 20.5% are
were born abroad (the census does not specify from where, but fieldwork
observations leads me to assume that they were born in Morocco).
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Contrastingly, 55.5% of all people in El Centro were born in Ceuta, 6.8% were
born abroad, and the remaining 37.7% were born in other Spanish provinces.
Despite the fact that 13.8% of all people in Principe Alfonso are not Spanish
citizens (only 1.6% are not citizens in El Centro), most are as autochthonous to
Ceuta as people who live in El Centro. There is no question that there is a
special bond between Principe Alfonso and the Moroccan side of the border just
like there are many cristianos who have a special bond with Southern Spain, but
the relationships between cristianos and musulmanes in Ceuta results from a
history of their own making.

As noted in the previous chapter, peripheral

neighborhoods like Principe Alfonso were not always exclusive of cristianos.
As for the rest of the city, the geographic and social area in between El
Centro and Principe Alfonso can be described as relatively between the two
extremes.

I write “relatively” because many cristianos see the movement of

musulmanes into middle grounds as an encroachment. The neighborhood of
San José, more commonly known as Hadu, is now known as mostly a
neighborhood of musulmanes. A cristiano friend once told me as we drove by
that neighborhood, “Welcome to Moorland.

They are taking over the city.”

These statements conjure an image of a movement from the peripheral
borderland into the rest of the city.

However, it would not be fair to only

characterize these in-between areas in such an antagonistic manner. The vast
majority of musulmanes from these areas that I talked to told me that they got
along just fine with many of their cristiano neighbors. The problem seems to
come from interactions with cristianos in a position of authority or from areas that
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are more affluent. It is also important to remember that Ceuta lags behind the
rest of Spain in many socioeconomic indicators, and El Centro is not exactly a
booming economic center.

Therefore, cristianos and musulmanes share

common ground in the lower middle class; but cristianos have nothing in
common with marginalized musulmanes in Principe Alfonso. There are other
such pockets of poverty throughout the city, and in all cases, musulmanes are
the exclusive dwellers.
It is difficult to say anything about convivencia from these figures because
they cannot indicate how people negotiated their daily interactions. The histories
and life stories presented in chapters 2 and 3 explain the statistical disparities
between cristianos and musulmanes: A colonial relationship developed into a
struggle for citizenship and equality within a newly formed liberal democracy. I
now want to present a series of observations that bring to life ceutíes’ everyday
interactions. I begin with a vignette taken from my fieldnotes in the Spring of
2005.
A day of observations in Ceuta
Only the immenseness of the Atlantic Ocean and the Mediterranean Sea, seen
from almost any corner of the Ceuta, alleviates the feelings of claustrophobia that
some ceutíes experience in their city. Ceutíes often complain that people know
too much about each other, and the midday siestas are a reminder that Ceuta is,
in indeed, a small city. Nonetheless, a local order emerges throughout the day
as people move all over the city. Ceutíes know the bits and pieces of local
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knowledge specific to each neighborhood. Morocco, the border, and the Iberian
Peninsula are always visibly nearby.
One Friday morning, minutes before sunrise, I woke up earlier than usual
in my apartment in El Centro and headed outside for a jog. I stepped out of my
apartment, and for the first time, I heard the faint sounds of morning prayers that
emanated from various mosques through the city. I walked down the steep hill
from my apartment in El Centro to the sidewalk that runs westward along the
northern coast of the isthmus. I began running and crossed paths with some
military men and a few other people who were out for morning exercise. The
small businesses that line the streets of El Centro were closed. Only the owners
of vending stands in the Mercado Central were getting ready for a day of work.
As I turned south towards the Mediterranean coastline, I passed the open
doors of the Our Lady of Africa church. A few cristianos had made it to morning
service.

The church looked empty though, which made the altar look

monumental.

It did not take long to get to the southern coastline since the

isthmus is less than a few hundred feet across. I then crossed the bridge that
separates the old fortified El Centro from the Campo Exterior. The sun peeked
over the eastern horizon. I immediately began to pass a number of musulmanes
making their way to El Centro. They were mostly women in pairs and small
groups. They came either from Principe Alfonso or from the border crossing
point of El Tarajal. I stopped for a break when I got to the end of the beach.
There I saw a few fishermen hoping to hook a fish before the morning sun
diminished their chances. Two old men chatted and joked from a near distance.
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At that moment, it occurred to me how strange the subject of my study really
was. One musulmán and one cristiano stood next to each other, talking and
getting along. Was that not the convivencia that I came to study? Was that not
the anthropological instance of “everyday life” that I was after? What else are
two old men supposed to do while fishing? I could not figure out if what I was
witnessing was an example of convivencia or not. I stood there for a few minutes
wondering about that and other worldly things that the sea inspires. I would have
to figure this out later.
I swiftly made my way back into El Centro. The streets were a little busier
now, and the owners of a few cafes set out tables and chairs. I stopped running
and decided to walk back to the nearest newspaper stand.

I passed small

groups of old men who gathered to talk about soccer or politics, although it was
impossible to know which topic they were on because they got equally excited
about both.

I picked up my newspaper and walked back to my apartment.

“M’ble!” The loud call resonated through the narrow streets. It came from one of
the many Moroccan men who troll the streets of Ceuta calling for household
items that owners want to throw away. Sometimes they venture into dumpster
looking for anything recyclable.

Their call is somewhat of a joke to many

cristianos who sometimes mock the incorrect pronunciation of the word “mueble.”
Their presence is a constant reminder of the people and places adjacent to
Ceuta.
I got back to my apartment in and showered. I did not have much on the
agenda for the day, so I decided to go out for breakfast. I walked up one block to

162

the corner cafeteria. I knew that I would not be able to stomach their breakfast, it
was always too heavy, yet I went ahead and ordered it anyway. Weeks earlier a
friend had inadvertently gotten me an addicted to churros dipped in hot
chocolate…with a shot of anis liquor. He laughed and was amused that I had
taken so well to such a peculiar gastronomic tradition from Ceuta. But that had
been at lunch time, so I knew I would have to do without the liquor if I wanted to
make it past breakfast. I sat in the cafeteria for a while. I paged through the
newspaper and paused to look at the people around me. The younger folks who
were late to work or had to take their children to school came in for a quick fix of
coffee. Older souls stayed longer to catch up with daily gossip. I noted that
there were no musulmanes around, paid my tab, and left.
A few black men stood outside the door asking for money. This corner is
one of the few spots around old town where sub-Saharan immigrants hang
around waiting for spare change. I recognized one of them since we had a
mutual friend. I stopped to say hello and inadvertently created a traffic jam on
the narrow sidewalk.

I had seen people get screamed at for violating such

unwritten pedestrian laws, so I said my goodbyes and carried on. The streets
were now packed, and the annoying sound of car horns resonated throughout
the streets.
Before going into the Mercado Central, I decided to complete a silly task
that I had pending for a few weeks: counting musulmanas. I had suspected
weeks earlier that the number of musulmanas visible in El Centro was higher in
the morning than at any other time of the day, so I wanted to count. I sat on a
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bench on a pedestrian street where most of Ceuta’s franchised commerce is
located.

To be sure, I only counted as “musulmanas” women who wore

traditional clothing or spoke Arabic. Then an old cristiano sat down next to me
and ruined my count after fifteen minutes. But fifteen minutes was long enough.
I counted about forty people, and nearly one third of them were musulmanas.
Some were carrying groceries, others were taking care of children, and others
were simply engaging in small talk with girlfriends. Meanwhile, the old man must
have not recognized or cared about my foreign accent and went on talking about
how life had passed him by.
I got up and walked around the cafes in El Centro. Musulmanes and
cristianos usually congregate in different establishments. However, I saw that
the Alhambra café had a mixed crowd. I was used to seeing it in the afternoons
mostly packed with musulmanes. I also noted other cafes that had non-exclusive
clientele. I went in one of them, got a glass of tea, and sat down. Near me, a
group of musulmanes in their work outfits sat around a small table speaking in
Arabic. On the other side, an old cristiano sat alone reading the newspaper.
Meanwhile professionals continued to walk in and out to grab their mid morning
breakfast and coffee. Immediately after the group of musulmanes got up and
left, the old man looked up at me and disapprovingly shook his head at the men.
I nodded because I had gotten used to encountering such things on a daily basis.
Later on that day, I would write in my journal about the insecurity that I had about
giving too much importance to such occurrences. What about all the times that I
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sat near a cristiano and a musulmán, and one of them did not make a negative
gesture towards the other, like the fishermen that morning on the beach?
I finally made in to the Mercado Central after a morning of work. Most of
the fruit and vegetable vendors are musulmanes. One vendor misrecognized me
as a musulmán and spoke to me in Arabic. I greeted him in Arabic, but he
quickly recognized that it was not my native language.
conversation about my culinary needs in Castilian.

We continued the

I then moved on to my

favorite fruit vendor to check up on my special order of dates. He did not have
them yet, but I hung around for a while to hear why the price of lettuce was so
high. His explanation made an old cristiana wince and dismiss the vendor’s
explanation as trickery. I walked to the seafood stands and bought a fish for
lunch. I walked back home to have lunch and then a siesta because at two
everything closes, and anthropologists without people to talk to is a recipe for
bad stories.
The afternoons in El Centro start again after four. The streets gradually
become more crowded and the second work shifts slowly take off. I left my
apartment around three-thirty to meet a friend that had promised to take me to
Principe Alfonso. Because this neighborhood is near the border, inhabited by
musulmanes, and infamous for its crime, just about everyone that I met told me
that I should be very careful and accompanied when going into that area. My
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friend Mohamed agreed to take me.3

He promised that El Principe’s bad

reputation was blown out of proportion. He was interested in showing me the
marginal and dismal conditions in which many of its residents live. He lived near
me, so we met at a corner around my apartment. As we walked to the bus stop
next to the Central Market, I asked him about how few musulmanas could be
seen around El Centro in the evenings compared to the morning. He told me
that the women that I was observing in the mornings were coming into town to do
domestic work. Some took care of the young or the elderly, and others just
cleaned houses. I told him that had he told me that before, he would have saved
fifteen counting-minutes of my life earlier that morning. We got to the bus stop
next to El Mercado Central and waited for about ten minutes.
In the evening hours, there is an exodus of musulmanes from El Centro.
The buses that head towards El Tarajal and Principe Alfonso are mostly
crammed exclusively by musulmanes. Principe Alfonso sits on a slope that starts
where the coastline meets the border’s crossing point and ends on the top of hill
that overlooks the Mediterranean Sea and Morocco. We got off on the upper
part of the neighborhood and immediately began walking around. There were
some people out on the streets. Musulmanes here did not move to the rhythm of
window-shopping or recreational walking. Most were sitting near their houses or

3

Mohamed is not Mohamed Mustafa from chapter 3.
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small commercial establishment. As we walked down the hill, the streets were
less crowded. Once we got down to the border, things were altogether different.
El Tarajal crossing point is characterized by heavy commercial movements
despite the fact that there is no customs. People must carry with them whatever
goods they wish to “export.” The scene is quite hectic, and one gets the feeling
that there is more hustling than meets the eye. We did not stay long because I
had previously experienced the border many times, so we walked back up the
hill.
Mohamed wanted to show me some of the most impoverished areas of
the neighborhood, so we made our way through alleys and backstreets. We
ended up sitting atop an illegal dumpsite where we talked about the difficult
conditions that many musulmanes face in El Principe. Mohamed is marginally
involved in local politics, but that had not always been the case. He explained
that he was motivated to get involved with his community after the appearance of
political parties dedicated to solving the problems of musulmanes. As we talked,
a man in bad physical shape approached us and asked for water. We only had
empty bottles, and the man got upset and uttered some growling remarks as he
walked away. “You see?” Mohamed turned to me, “This is the problem we have
in this city.” We walked back to the bus stop and headed to El Centro.
We got off the bus, and I said goodbye to Mohamed. I then walked to a
nearby bar that I frequented. There I found the usual suspects who had begun
the evening festivities without me. This bar was small, and ten people could
crowd it. Most of the guys in there were in their twenties and thirties, but the bar
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was old-fashioned with just a few stools, a bartender, and alcohol. Of course,
most ceutíes that go to bars are cristianos, as was the case with this bar. I sat
down for a few drinks, and I talked with the guys for a few hours about sports,
politics, current events, and gossip. The evening passed, and some of us got
hungry. A man who had just walked in decided to join us. He knew the owner of
the bar, but I had not met to him before. We walked to the Poblado Marinero, a
small and recently renovated area in El Centro with restaurants and nightclubs.
There are not many musulmanes around this small part of town.

Some

musulmán teenagers hang around during early evening hours before the
nightclubs start serving alcohol and only allow adults. Only once did I see a
musulmana with a headscarf in a nightclub. We ate at the pizza restaurant.
After dinner, we walked back to the bar.
I started talking to the new guy, and he was quite interested in my work
when I told him about it. It was well after midnight and some of the guys went
home. Fernando, the new guy, asked me if I wanted to know the real Ceuta. I
said “sure,” not knowing what he meant the “real Ceuta.”

It turned out that

Fernando is a police officer,4 and he wanted to show me some of Ceuta’s
underworld that I would “not find in the Assembly.” We drove in his car in the
direction of Benzu. He stopped the car on a hill that overlooked the point in

4

There are three police forces in Ceuta: Local, National, and Civil Guard. Because of the nature
of his work, I will not specify to which one Fernando belongs.
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which the land border between Spain and Morocco meets the Atlantic Ocean.
He got out and told me to wait in the car. A few minutes later, he came back and
told me to come out with him. He showed me the barbed-wired that extends fifty
meters into the ocean from the border. Stadium lights brightly illuminate the area
to deter illegal border crossings. Nonetheless, we observed how Moroccan men
moved their merchandise from Ceuta to Morocco: The smugglers tie together ten
floating packages the size of large televisions. A man in a wet suit slowly swims
out from shore and drags the packages around the extended fence. Fernando
told me that the swimmers are paid two or three Euros per package. They also
risk serious hypothermia or drowning. Their journey can be a tenth of a mile or
couple of miles to the Moroccan side. Where they take their merchandise out of
the water depends on how much money the smugglers pay the Moroccan police
and other unsanctioned organizations.

I counted about ten swimmers with

trailing packages dispersed at once throughout the ocean. The strings of floating
merchandise looked like undulating flags on a windy day.
A few meters from us, a group of about five musulmanes watched the
scene.

We stood there for a few minutes. Fernando told me that what the

swimmers were doing is illegal, and the police could easily arrest them. Every
ten minutes two young men ran from a house behind us pushing two
wheelbarrows with floatable packaged goods. They mostly transport clothes and
electronic goods, items that are cheaper to smuggle and turn into a profit in
Morocco. After a while, a man came out of a teahouse and served us two very
hot tall glasses of Moroccan tea packed with sugar and filled with mint leaves up
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to the very top. We slowly sipped our teas. Fernando turned to the group of
musulmanes and commented that the men swimming across must be very
hungry and desperate. They laughed and agreed.
We finished our tea and began our drive back into the city. Fernando
explained that many young musulmanes in Ceuta had gotten used to the lavish
lifestyle that came with the world of drugs. However, the drug trade had ended in
recent years as the police had began to crack down, and transporting drugs into
the peninsula had become a serious risk. Many of these musulmanes, like the
one standing next to us a few moments before, he said, are not willing to work
hard.

On the other hand, many sub-Saharan immigrants come from such

desperate situations that they are willing to work doing just about anything. He
dropped me off, and I thanked him for the evening. I did not expect my day to
end like that.
Classifications of everyday interactions
This vignette illustrates a number of everyday interactions among ceutíes. The
nature of these interactions varies significantly. In observing how musulmanes
and cristianos related to one another I saw interaction that I would characterize
as friendly, neutral, evasive, confrontational, and violent. Of these, neutral and
evasive are the most prevalent, which is consistent with a segregated urban
environment within very limited space. Sometimes, evasion is not possible and
confrontations ensue. Violence is rare, but it does occur, especially within the
realms of criminality and law enforcement. It seems that once every few months
there are confrontations that a majority of ceutíes perceives as inter-

170

communitarian violence.

Friendships are difficult to characterize as inter-

communitarian interactions precisely because they appear to transcend
community boundaries; nonetheless, neutral or negative interactions among
other ceutíes forces even ceutíes with many inter-communitarian friendships to
think about themselves as part of certain communities. A closer look at this
variety of interactions should prove useful for a subsequent discussion of how
ceutíes talk about convivencia.
Ceutíes carefully negotiate the consequences of urban segregation in
everyday life.

When thinking about segregation, it is important to remember

Ceuta’s habitable land area is roughly six square kilometers.

Even with

segregation, people run into one another often. Cristianos are used to hearing
the mosque’s daily calls for prayer, and musulmanes live with prominent symbols
of Christianity throughout the city.

As a result, most ceutíes are religiously

tolerant in public. Cristianos who live next to mosques get used to the early calls
for prayers, and musulmanes observe Holy Week processions that pass through
their neighborhoods. Tolerance, however, does not necessarily translate into
taking interest in each other’s celebrations.

I heard many stories from

musulmanes and cristianos about how in the past each community used to
participate in each other’s religious festivities. This might happen occasionally
today, but for the most part, I did not observe cristianos and musulmanes sharing
religious spaces. In spite of what many cristianos told me, I did not see any
musulmán walking with a Holy Week procession. It is possible that decreased
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importance of religion among young people, particularly cristianos, also accounts
for a lack of interactions during religious ceremonies.
The use of public space is also significant in everyday negotiations.
Ceutíes order their movements around the city. Cristianos do not expect to see
as many musulmanes in the evening as in the morning. During the day, El
Centro is a place for business inclusive of musulmanes. A young musulmana
taking care of an old cristiano is a business agreement, and she might walk
around El Centro for that purpose.

Late in the evenings, El Centro is the

throughway of socialization for cristianos. Although commercial establishments
still attract some musulmanes, the sidewalks and parks are mostly filled with
cristianos.

Similarly, musulmanes do not expect to see groups of cristianos

strolling through their neighborhoods in the evenings, and in Principe Alfonso,
they would not expect cristianos at any time of the day. Even at the border,
musulmanes have a tacit agreement with the police about what smuggling is
acceptable: Electro-domestic goods are acceptable, but immigrants are not. It is
not an official policy, but the border needs to be negotiated in order to avoid
recurring violent confrontations between musulmanes and the police.

The

swimmers that I observed with Fernando are evidence of this negotiation.
Ceutíes do not punish each other for “violating” their spatial boundaries.
However, people out of place can make others feel uncomfortable, and that could
increase the chance of tensions that lead to evasiveness or confrontation. For
example, one day as I sat with Abdelmalik in his newly opened candy shop, our
friend Carlos walked in to check out the new shop. Carlos, who works as a
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wholesales supplier, talked with Abdelmalik for a while about business matters.
Suddenly, Carlos noticed a small framed print with Arabic calligraphy, “And this?”
Abdelmalik replied, “It is a prayer in Arabic to protect the business, like a good
luck expression.” Carlos thought about it for a few seconds and shook his head.
“I would take it down. I have no problems with it, but there are a lot of people in
this city who will not do business with you because of that sign.” Abdelmalik said
he would think about it, and eventually he took it down. Their exchange was an
uncomfortable negotiation. I know from previous conversations that Carlos has
negative opinions about the business practices of musulmanes, but he was
careful when telling Abdelmalik about the print because he cares about him and
considers him a friend. Meanwhile, Abdelmalik had to make a decision between
his business and a small expression of his beliefs.
Ceutíes cannot always avoid confrontation, though. For instance, many
cristianos cannot stand the bargaining practices that many musulmanes practice
in their businesses. The old woman that doubted the fruit vendor’s explanation
for the high price of lettuce in my vignette is a good example. Another example
comes from Hakim’s bazaar.5 A cristiana in her mid-forties came in and started
looking at blouses. Hakim asked if he could help her, and she asked for the price
of a particular blouse. Hakim gave her the price. She then asked him for the

5

See the introduction to chapter 3 for more about Hakim.
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price of another one, and he gave her a higher price than the previous one. The
higher priced blouse was shorter in length than the cheaper one, so she asked
how that could be possible. Hakim replied that he did not know, and all he knew
was that he had bought the blouses at different prices. The woman did not
believe him and told him that it was nonsense. She then added in a joking
manner, “You guys always want to get the most money out of people.” These
incidents do not have serious immediate consequences, but they do reinforce a
generalized sense of business distrust between musulmanes and cristianos.
Other conflicts occur unexpectedly, and ceutíes react differently
depending on the situation. For example, a sidewalk on El Centro’s main street
was under construction and there was not much space for pedestrians. Two
small groups of musulmanas met as they walked from opposite directions and
stopped to chat. One of the women was pushing a baby stroller that took up a
considerable amount of space on the sidewalk. A small pedestrian traffic jam
ensued. A middle-aged cristiana angrily walked around the group of women and
uttered “The sidewalk is for walking.” One of the musulmanas told her, “Shut up
and keep walking, you do not own the sidewalk.” As the cristiana walked away
she said, “They are incredible.”

The musulmanas’ disregard for other

pedestrians quickly turned from an annoyance to a conflict where each party
employed negative characterizations of musulmanes and cristianos.
On a different occasion, Maria and Fatima sat around a small table with a
group of five adult students (two musulmanas, two cristianas, and one
anthropologist) taking private lessons to learn standard Arabic.

A friendly
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discussion about garments sold at the Mercado Central turned into a small
argument about why Muslim women wear veils. Maria told Fatima that some
Muslim women wear full veils because they want to and not out of religious
obligation. Fatima tried to tell her that what she was saying is not quite true, but
Maria abruptly interrupted her and said that she had lived in Ceuta all her life and
she knew about these matters.

Fatima shook her head and looked

uncomfortable with Maria’s tone, but she did not say anything else about the
topic. The group quickly changed the topic. After the incident, there were no
apparent tensions within the group as friendly conversations resumed within a
learning environment.

Such everyday conflicts between musulmanes and

cristianos are generally left unresolved, and they account for a generalized
atmosphere of tension among many ceutíes.
In turn, ceutíes perceive violent outbreaks as inevitable, although they
never expect it to reach the level of mass conflict. Violence between cristianos
and musulmanes usually occurs within the realm of crime.

In this realm,

musulmanes appear as criminals and cristianos appear as either victims or
agents of the state. Therefore, cristianos are more likely to generalize such
criminality to all musulmanes while musulmanes are more likely to hold cristianos
in any position of power in contempt. After talking for a while about the future of
Ceuta, Emilio, a cristiano in his late twenties, explained to me that he did not
want me to get the impression that he hated musulmanes. “It is just very hard for
me to trust them. I have had very bad experiences with some of them.” When
Emilio was a teenager, an older teenage musulmán would routinely tell him after
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school that he wanted to date his younger sister. Emilio would usually ignore him
until one day he told him no and to leave him and his sister alone. The older
musulmán then threatened Emilio with a knife.

Two other friends that are

cristianos told me about similar personal experiences. As one would expect, in a
city with such economic disparities between both communities, crimes mostly
occur in and around peripheral neighborhoods inhabited by musulmanes.
Ceutíes have also become accustomed to occasional outbreaks of
violence between agents of the state and musulmanes along the border. Local
Police officers, of which only a handful are musulmanes, regularly have rocks
thrown at them as they patrol Principe Alfonso. On separate occasions, Principe
Alfonso’s police station and a patrol car were set on fire, and a small riot between
the local police and neighbors broke out in Hadu as the police investigated a car
accident.

Public buses have also had rocks thrown at them, and on one

occasion, a Holy Week procession that starts at Principe Alfonso also had rocks
thrown at it. The national police forces have had similar problems as they patrol
the border, particularly when they increase vigilance of smuggling activities.6
Meanwhile, musulmanes often complain about the rough and discriminating
treatment from all police forces, but specially the Local Police.

6

As noted above, a fair amount of smuggling is unofficially allowed; however, the national police
forces will not allow people to simply toss packages across the fence in open day light.
Furthermore, security patrols increase in response to illegal immigration flows and national
security concerns.
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The military has also had confrontations with musulmanes for various
reasons. It is important to first mention the history of violent outbreaks between
military men and musulmanes. I am not aware of any incidents happening while
I was in Ceuta, but I talked to many musulmanes and cristianos who recall that
such incidents occurred frequently; and Henk Drissen (1992:177-188) has
documented similar incidents in Melilla. The military bases are adjacent to most
of the peripheral neighborhoods. In fact, many musulmanes live on land that
belongs to the military.

The military has occasionally claimed some of their

territory in order to expand their facilities, and that has resulted in the forceful
expulsion of musulmanes from their homes when the military plans new
constructions. One such neighborhood, El Poblado de Regulares,7 has seen
regular confrontations between residents and armed military men who have
guarded demolition crews as they tore down houses. No one has been shot, but
houses have been destroyed. Again, although people wonder out loud about all
hell breaking loose in the city one day, violent incidents do not result in a
complete breakdown of inter-communitarian relationships.

Ceutíes are more

likely to fear armed conflict between Morocco and Spain, than massive civil
unrest in Ceuta.

7

Regulares was the name given to the Spanish military unit composed of musulmanes.
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Nevertheless, everyday tensions and occasional violence lead to
sustained suspicion and mistrust between members of each community. Ceutíes
have a good idea of what others are thinking of them, and sometimes they have
an exact idea of what others think.

For example, Yamila, a government

employee in her mid thirties, told me about a time when she was standing on the
sidewalk when a local policeman greeted her.

They began a friendly

conversation. As they talked, a group of musulmanes passed on the other side
of the street, and the policeman began talking negatively them. Yamila listened
and then politely interrupted to inform the policeman that she is a musulmana.
He was embarrassed and excused himself. They have never talked again even
though they see each other frequently.
Evasiveness is not always possible.

Driessen characterizes similar

relationships in Melilla as, “[A] peculiar combination and alteration of avoidance
and ‘joking’ in Christian-Muslim contacts.

In general, avoidance is an

institutionalized mode of behavior, a way of dealing with tension and conflict by
avoiding open confrontation” (1992:150). I would argue that in Ceuta avoidance
is the most desired form of behavior, but it is not always possible. Ceuta, like
Melilla, is too small for segregated populations to avoid regular interaction with
each other. In addition, the ability of cristianos to make fun of musulmanes in
their presence is not as evident in Ceuta today as it was in the late 1980s for
Driessen in Melilla.

Even the limited economic and political ascendance of

musulmanes might have something to do with this, as most musulmanes are not
as subjugated as they were in the 1980s.
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Finally, many ceutíes appear to differentiate between generalizations
made about musulmanes or cristianos and personal friendships between
members of each community.

These friendships are particularly difficult to

conceptualize when studying inter-communitarian relationships. As manifested
in the vignette above, I often had difficulty in thinking about convivencia when
observing friendly behavior between a musulmán and a cristiano. For example,
after being in Ceuta for a couple of weeks, Raul invited me to go with him and
Mohamed to spend a day in the mountains of Ceuta. We hiked for hours until
sundown. We then sat on the back of Mohamed’s truck as Raul and Mohamed
smoked and talked about work, family, and friends. As I sat down to take notes
for the day, I asked the following: “If a musulmán and a cristiano get along in
such a way that their relationship makes their ethnic/religious identities irrelevant
to their relationship, is it still convivencia?”
There were other occasions when I asked the same question. One day, I
walked into an internet café where six kids, no older than ten-years-old, crowded
around two computer screens as they played video games. They cheered and
carried on animated discussions as the played.

They were only speaking

Castilian until two kids began talking to each other in Arabic. One of the kids that
did not speak Arabic asked a question to the one that did. The Arabic-speaking
kid answered in Castilian and then switched back to Arabic. They went on like
that for a while, and not once did the use of Arabic appear to interrupt the
excitement and flow of their game. In this case, I had the same doubts about
convivencia when the simultaneous use of two languages did not appear to
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divide kids from two otherwise differentiated communities, especially when I had
previously observed segregated games of soccer in a nearby park days before.
Another example of such doubts came after going for a haircut in Ahmed’s
barbershop. There, an old cristiano walked in, said hello to everyone, and sat
down next to a musulmán of the same age. “How was your holiday? [Eid elKbir]” asked the cristiano. The musulmán responded, “Well, you know how these
days are: lots of food and all the family is around.” The friendly conversations
continued as people waited to get their haircut. What was difficult about making
sense of this conversation in terms of convivencia is that the exchange about the
musulmán’s religious holiday was just a topic among many.

It appeared as

ordinary conversation and not a cultural interchange, whatever that may be.
Looking back at my fieldnotes, I find it ironic that my observations of
peaceful relationships are what made me question convivencia. If convivencia
implies peaceful coexistence, then why would I look for it in anything but friendly
relationships between musulmanes and cristianos? First, I think the answer is
partly that in the back of my head I was always a little suspicious of the concept
of convivencia. The idea of peaceful coexistence between communities with a
colonial past and a troubled political present did not seem likely to me. Concepts
of political hegemony and resistance at the margins dominated my initial
approach to Ceuta.

From this perspective, convivencia masked a complex

relationship of oppression and resistance.

Good relationships between

musulmanes and cristianos simply contradicted this predisposition in a very
mundane manner (e.g., the fishermen at the beach, Raul and Mohamed having a
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friendly conversation).

Second, and more importantly, the moment that a

cristiano and a musulmán have a personal friendship, they are more likely to
enact other identities: recreational fishermen, work colleagues, students, etc.
This does not mean that their identities as musulmanes or cristianos are
irrelevant; indeed, the racialization of musulmanes8 might make that possibility
virtually impossible in most circumstances. It is quite possible that the concept of
convivencia, when enacted by ceutíes, has the capability to supplant certain
aspects of racial hierarchies, although it might simply replace it with ethnic or
cultural hierarchies. However, when I observed friendly interactions, I found it
difficult to extrapolate an inter-communitarian relationship from a positive
interpersonal observation. Observations of conflict and evasiveness were much
easier to attribute to groups because they indicated a fissure and clear
demarcation between communities.

At this point in this ethnography,

observations of interactions between musulmanes and cristianos are limited in
their capacity to explain convivencia in Ceuta.

Unless one defines what

convivencia is a priori, then it is pointless to characterize the observed
interactions as good or bad.9

8

See chapter 3.
Such a study would be normative in nature, which is a subject more apt for philosophical
discussions. Still, I return to similar normative questions about multiculturalism in this
dissertation’s conclusion (chapter 7).
9
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Convivencia in Ceuta is essentially a concept of a tertiary order because it
is an assessment that can only follow the acceptance of different cultural groups
and their imagined interactions as collectivities. Therefore, it is impossible to
observe convivencia without prior local knowledge of what constitutes it. As I
talked to more ceutíes about convivencia, I quickly realized that convivencia was
not an assessment on any particular set of inter-communitarian relationships, but
rather a concept with which ceutíes brought order to existing relationships and
hopes for the future.

Convivencia as an Ordering Concept
In all of the observations presented above, the people involved never used the
word convivencia.

In fact, ceutíes only occasionally employ the concept of

convivencia in their daily interactions.10 Instead, ceutíes employ the concept of
convivencia

when

consciously

reflecting

about

relationships

between

musulmanes and cristianos or to draw attention to Ceuta’s four different cultures.
While I conducted fieldwork, such reflections would mostly occur when I asked
about or mentioned convivencia during formal and informal interviews. Outside
of the interview context, the subject of convivencia mainly comes up within
Ceuta’s political arena and tourist campaigns.

Then, in response to these

political debates and representations of Ceuta’s heritage, ceutíes will talk about

10

See chapter 6.
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convivencia in an everyday context. Chapters 5 and 6 focus on the question of
convivencia in relation to governmental politics. Here, I want to explore how
ceutíes used the concept of convivencia in the context of interviews.
The moment ceutíes use the concept of convivencia, they bring a certain
order to their everyday experiences as musulmanes and cristianos. Rather than
understanding the spoken use of convivencia as an abstraction of interactions
between musulmanes and cristianos, I take a cue from anthropological studies of
performance and inversely argue that the use of convivencia by ceutíes orders
abstractions of interactions between members of different communities (Bauman
1986:5). Furthermore, the use of convivencia should not be extracted from its
contextual usage (Bauman and Briggs 1990:73), and as such, convivencia
represents a local concept of inter-communitarian/cultural relationships.
How ceutíes talk about convivencia is indicative of how they relate
everyday interactions to a desired social order. After talking with many ceutíes
about convivencia, two main differences between musulmanes and cristianos
became apparent in how they relate convivencia to desired social orders.
Cristianos tend to speak about convivencia by referencing civic order within a
national context. Musulmanes tend to speak about convivencia by referencing
civic order within a local (i.e., non-national) context. These trends were evident
regardless of an individual’s acceptance or denial of the existence of
convivencia.

The differential referencing of convivencia by musulmanes and

cristianos is directly related to the different senses of community explored in the
two previous chapters.
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Cristianos who accepted that convivencia existed emphasized the overall
order of law and the adherence of constitutional values in Ceuta, while those that
denied the existence of convivencia emphasized the inability of musulmanes to
conform to such order and values. Pedro, a schoolteacher who has lived in
Ceuta for over twenty years, was telling me about the difficulties that he has had
in educating many young musulmanes. He was particularly frustrated with how
the parents of some young musulmanas pull them out of school before they finish
or do not allow them to participate in physical education classes by their parents.
Pedro was sure that not long ago, convivencia was much better than it is now.
“Today, it is very difficult.” He reasoned that musulmanes are too confrontational
and stuck in their own antiquated ways.
Pedro’s assessment of convivencia is measured when compared to other
cristianos’ harsh opinions about musulmanes.

While drinking at bars, some

cristianos gave the most hateful assessments of convivencia.

One evening,

Antonio, who works with the city’s health services, warned me about my plans to
visit Principe Alfonso, “Watch your back, you can never trust them… That is why
we can never have convivencia in this city, they are not civilized.”

Most

cristianos were not as hateful as Antonio, but both Pedro and Antonio agreed
that the obstacle for convivencia is musulmanes themselves as a community that
is incompatible with “Western European values,” by which they meant values of
civility and social order.
Overall, cristianos were divided about the existence of convivencia.
Those who affirmed it tended to comment on Ceuta’s situation in relation to
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broader political contexts.

For example, I had been talking with Raul, a

government employee, about city politics for hours.

He had used the term

convivencia several times when talking about the need to help those
musulmanes in peripheral neighborhoods. I asked him about what he had meant
by convivencia, and he responded, “Convivencia is about respecting one
another. Here in Ceuta everyone has the freedom to believe whatever they
want, that is the way it has been for many years.” Raul then emphasized Spain’s
constitutional guarantee for religious freedom and equality and argued that
ceutíes have exemplified those values in their everyday lives. Similarly, in a
conversation with Pablo and Alicia about inter-communitarian relations, Pablo
asserted, “People wake up everyday and they have to live together, convivencia
is something that we experience here in Ceuta.” Immediately Alicia, who recently
moved to Ceuta from the Peninsula, explained that she did not agree, “Here
musulmanes go one way and cristianos go another.” Pablo took a deep breath.
He had heard this sort of talk before, and it is usually harder to swallow coming
from someone who is not from the Ceuta. “That is one way to look at it,” he
responded “but if you look at other places in the world where comparable cases
of convivencia exist, things are much worse, especially if you think of the Middle
East.”
Compared to cristianos, musulmanes were more clearly opposed to the
idea that convivencia existed in Ceuta.

However, musulmanes usually

emphasize specific failures within Ceuta as the obstacles for convivencia. For
Mohamed, who is unemployed and in his early thirties, convivencia is not
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possible without employment opportunities, “What convivencia? Go to any
government office and tell me if you see any musulmanes? All the jobs go to
their own people.” Hakim, another musulmán in his early twenties was firm in
denying the assertions that people make about convivencia. “It cannot be true
because there is a lot of racism.” However, he let me know that he has many
cristiano friends.

“The problem is with the police, because they are always

discriminating against young musulmanes. I was beaten by a policeman.” Many
other musulmanes made the explicit distinction between cristianos who abuse
their positions of power and other cristianos with whom they had no problems.
Musulmanes were most likely to not make generalizations about cristianos as a
group in spite of their negative assessment of convivencia.
The reader might recall Hakim’s denial of convivencia at the beginning of
the previous chapter. Hakim accused musulmanes who claimed convivencia to
be true of having financial benefits from cristianos. The vendors at the Central
Market explained that in Ceuta “We have four cultures that correspond with four
religions: Hindus, Jews, Christians, and Muslims.” One man said that he was
born and raised in Ceuta, “I am proud to be from here.” The other man told me
that there is no fighting between groups and there certainly is no armed conflict
like other places in the Middle East, “you will not find cristianos and musulmanes
fighting on the streets.”
It is interesting that most of the few musulmanes who affirmed the
existence of convivencia, made an argument similar to Hakim’s accusation of the
Central Market vendors’ complicity.

For example, Fatima, a government
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employee, assured me that in Ceuta “We all live together and get along just fine.”
She was not at all concerned with what she called “isolated incidents [conflicts]”
that occur in the city.

She explained that crime and confrontations between

people happen everywhere else in the nation and the world. “Why would people
make a big deal about it in Ceuta?

The people who want to exploit these

incidents do so for their own personal gain.”

After living with cristianos and

musulmanes as neighbors in a working class neighborhood for over fifty years,
she had nothing but good things to say about convivencia, “If I needed to borrow
sugar from a neighbor, it would not be a problem.”

She has not had any

problems in the workplace with her colleagues, most of whom are cristianos. In
both of these examples, musulmanes allude to the occurrence of “incidents,” but
they do not think that it amounts to a rupture of convivencia.
The few positives assessments of convivencia by musulmanes are similar
to other cristianos’ contextualization of convivencia within a context beyond
Ceuta. The Central market vendors’ equation of convivencia with the existence
of four cultures is similar to a general tendency by some cristianos in position of
power to place an equal emphasis on four cultures even though musulmanes are
numerically more significant than Jews and Hindus (Stallaert 1998). In this form,
convivencia resembles tourist slogans in which the mere existence of four
cultures is equivalent to convivencia.
It is important to understand that a vast majority of ceutíes differentiate
between convivencia as a tourist slogan and convivencia as a seriously lived
reality. Both musulmanes and cristianos tend to be aware of the long history
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between both communities over the twentieth century.

Indeed, the different

manner in which cristianos and musulmanes historically represent their
community (see chapters 2 and 3) is precisely what leads to different
conceptualizations of convivencia. For cristianos, conceptualizations of everyday
interactions refer to a national order that also corresponds with Spain as a
national community.

For musulmanes, conceptualizations of everyday

interaction refer to a local order that corresponds with a local community.
Nonetheless, these generalizations do not truly capture the ambiguity and
flexibility of convivencia.

As a concept that presents an order to existing

relationships and aspirations for the future of Ceuta, convivencia is essentially a
political concept.

More specifically, it is a concept of governmental politics

because the social order implied in its meaning most often involves official
intervention in the maintenance or repair of convivencia. As we will see in the
next two chapters, the politicization of convivencia has moved debates of how
musulmanes and cristianos should relate to one another to the arena of
institutional politics.
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CHAPTER 5
PARTIES OF MUSLIM PERSUASION AND THE CONTESTATION
OF CONVIVENCIA IN THE ASSEMBLY
Ceutíes use various phrases to describe the Partido Democrático y Social de
Ceuta (“Social and Democratic Party of Ceuta” or PDSC) and the Unión
Demócrata Ceutí (“Democratic Union of Ceuta” or UDCE). Occasionally people
will use the parties’ acronyms. Sometimes they will refer to them as “Mizzian’s
party” (PDSC) or “Ali’s party” (UDCE), referring to these parties’ leaders. Many
cristianos will talk of the “Moors” or “musulmanes that are now in the Assembly,”
which can refer to the specific group of politicians that hold power or be used as
a disparagingly synecdoche in which musulmán politicians stand in for an
onslaught of musulmanes.
The emergence of the PDSC and UDCE has created a necessity for a
formal language to talk about parties composed of and voted for exclusively by
musulmanes. In response to this need, ceutíes have come up with the name
partidos de corte musulmán (“parties of Muslim persuasion”), which is a simple
gramatical construction that expresses the influence of musulmanes in the nature
of the party.1 Yet this label is more subtle than it first might appear. UDCE and
PDSC do not incorporate religion into their political agenda, unlike many other
“Muslim” parties in Morocco and throughout the Middle East. In addition, UDCE

1

In the Spanish language, many expressions use the formula X de corte Y (“X of Y persuasion”)
to describe the influence of Y over X.
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party leaders have gone out of their way to say that they are open to all peoples
regardless of their “culture or religious credence.” Exactly what is a “party of
Muslim persuasion” if it has no religious affiliations to Islam and is open to all
ceutíes?
That a party of Muslim persuasion is a party made up of musulmanes
might seem like an obvious answer.

That, however, is not a satisfactory

response when faced with the fact that none of the local parties formed by
cristianos since the 1980s has received the appellation “parties of Christian
persuasion” in a city where its people commonly refer to each other as cristianos
and musulmanes.

The difference, of course, is that what ceutíes would call

“parties of Christian persuasion” fall within the accepted range of political groups
and ideologies in Ceuta and Spain, and therefore do not need to be identified by
the ethnic/religious composition of its party and its supporters. Parties of Muslim
persuasion, on the other hand, straddle a political fence in which they have
attended to the needs of musulmanes as a marginalized community and carried
on with “politics as usual.” Therefore, the ambiguity of the name “party of Muslim
persuasion” remains in the translation.
In this chapter, I explore the phenomenon of parties of Muslim persuasion
as the contestation of difference by both cristianos and musulmanes.
Musulmanes have contested difference by the very formation of the party and the
support provided by their constituents; and cristianos have contested difference
by objecting to these parties existence and characterizing them as falling without
the ideological norm of liberal democracies.

After a few words on the
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methodology I employed in gathering data in the Assembly, I present a brief
political history of Ceuta.

I then explain how musulmanes’ struggles for

citizenship in the 1980s created the context within which parties of Muslim
persuasion emerged.

I then explore how the PDSC and UDCE essentially

politicized convivencia as they entered Ceuta’s political arena. I argue that this
politicization of convivencia is most evident in the fact that parties of Muslim
persuasion have remained “of Muslim persuasion” despite some of their attempt
to fall in line within the accepted range of liberal democratic political ideologies.
Furthermore, I argue that politics “of Muslim persuasion are best understood in
the context of a ceutí population with different senses of community.

Political Anthropological Methods
Ceuta’s Assembly is what Louise Lamphere calls a “mediating institution”
because it channels “large political economic forces into settings that have an
impact on the lives of individuals” and it mediates interactions between
musulmanes and cristianos “in a formal setting where relationships are defined
and circumscribed through well-defined roles” (1992:4). The Assembly has not
always been a mediating institution. Until the 2003 elections, the musulmanes
elected to the Assembly were never opposition leaders, and ceutíes did not
perceive major political confrontations as ones between musulmanes and
cristianos.

But with the election of the Mohamed Ali’s UDCE in 2003, the

Assembly became a valuable place to research the contestation of difference as
musulmanes actively challenge their inequality. When I arrived in September
2004, there had not yet been major political debates that had ceutíes talking and
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buzzing about politics. That would change over the course of my fieldwork, and
eventually what occurred in the Assembly appeared to more directly affect the
lives of ceutíes, especially in relation to their notions of convivencia.
However, in order to study institutional politics in Ceuta, I had to do some
politicking of my own. Initially, it was mostly through the generosity of various
bureaucrats and government officials that I was able to work in the Assembly’s
Office of Records for three months.

There, my main task was reviewing all

Assembly transcripts dating back to the mid 1990s, when Mustafa Mizzian
became the first elected leader of a party of Muslim persuasion. However, as I
reviewed Assembly transcript, I also met officials from different parties as they
came in to conduct business in the office.

Those contacts helped secure

informal and formal meetings with politicians, former politicians, political advisors,
and long-time bureaucrats. Of course, I was not allowed to go into private party
meetings, and I did not follow politicians throughout the day.

Instead, I

developed a network of key contacts that I strengthened with friendly relations
outside of the Assembly. It also helped that all political parties in Ceuta had
people that were my age (late twenties) working in high-ranking positions, and
they were interested and eager to talk to me about my research.
The analyses that I present in this chapter involve a triangulation of
observation made during formal political events (e.g., parliamentary debates),
data obtained from formal and informal conversations with political and
community leaders, and informal interviews with other ceutíes. The main object
of my analysis, however, is institutional politics; so I depart from the ethnographic
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style used in previous chapters to focus on how musulmanes and cristianos
relate in a mediating institution. If this chapter seems more impersonal, it is
partly because I cannot reveal any specific information about my interviews with
political leaders. Nonetheless, the reader should keep in mind that all of the
politicians and political actions discussed below have taken place within the
same historical and cultural context that I have outlined in the previous three
chapters. Homo politicus in Ceuta is still a ceutí.

Political History of Ceuta
With the end of Franco’s dictatorship in the late 1970s, the people of Spain and
their leaders engaged in a rapid process of re-imagining their nation. There was
no political revolution, and the transition from dictatorship to democracy entailed
a compromise between the previous regime and opposition leaders. Franco’s
regime had forcibly imposed the idea and practices of one Spanish nation at the
expense of regional nationalisms. For example, Catalonians and Basques were
not able to uphold publicly their language and cultural identities. However, the
transition to democracy allowed regional nationalist sentiments to flourish.
Abandoning the preceding centrist model, the new territorial model of the
Spanish state is that of a “composite state” (known popularly as “state of
the autonomies”) that is organized around the following territorial levels:
the state, the Autonomous Communities, the provinces, and the
municipalities. (Prieto de Pedro 1998:68)
However, not all Autonomous Communities desired the same level of
autonomy, and more importantly, not all regions sought to suppress sentiments
of a unified Spanish nation-state. Such was the case with Ceuta, where the
threat of a dissolving new nation-state could possibly mean cessation to
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Morocco. Before the actual drafting of the constitution, Ceuta and Melilla had the
opportunity to become part of the province of Andalusia. However, despite the
fact that the exclaves had political, social, economically, and administrative ties
to that region for over a century, legislators in Andalusia refused to incorporate
Ceuta and Melilla as part of their territory.

The Parliamentary Assembly of

Andalusia was at the time divided between a center-right party and two leftist
parties, and if Ceuta and Melilla joined, then the balance would shift to the
center-right; so the leftist parties voted against the inclusion of Ceuta and Melilla
(García Flórez 1999:168-169).
As a result, the framers of Spain’s Constitution then had to resolve the
question of Ceuta and Melilla statuses. The framers decided to make special
provisions for Ceuta and Melilla that allowed them to become Autonomous
Communities with the approval of the central government’s legislature.

This

meant that the Spanish government would have to be willing to put SpanishMoroccan diplomacy at risk in order for Ceuta and Melilla to obtain the status of
Autonomous Community.

Meanwhile, without that status, Ceuta and Melilla

remain dependant on the central government and resemble an overseas colonial
administration; and the people of Ceuta and Melilla have never felt secure from
Morocco’s claims over the exclaves.
The constitutional ambiguity regarding the sovereignty of Ceuta has
greatly influenced political developments in the city from 1979 to 2007. Local
debates have never been about who is in favor of Ceuta gaining autonomy, since
ceutíes might interpret as pro-Moroccan any position that did not support the
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ascension of Ceuta to Autonomous Community. What has differentiated political
ideologies has been the relative willingness of parties to take a stance regarding
Ceuta’s political marginalization in the determination of its own future as an
integral part of the Spanish state. Ceuta’s political parties from 1979 to 2006 can
be grouped into three categories.
First, national parties enjoy support throughout all of Spain and have
always controlled Spain’s national legislature. Spain’s two major national parties
have representation in Ceuta. The Partido Popular (“Popular Party” or PP) is the
center-right party, and the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (“Spanish Socialist
Workers’ Party” or PSOE) is the center-left party. Throughout the 1980s, the
PSOE controlled the local Assembly and presided over musulmanes’ acquisition
of citizenship after the 1985 Immigration Law. Since the mid-1990s, the PP has
had overwhelming support in Ceuta from cristianos, many of whom resent the
PSOE’s role in allowing many musulmanes to become citizens. Both parties
have for the most part failed to deliver promises of Autonomous Community
status due to national party loyalty; that is, they must follow official party lines
with an issue of such delicate diplomatic importance to Spanish-Moroccan
relationships.
Second, localist parties have always departed from the belief that Ceuta
has special needs, different from the rest of Spain because of its unique
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geopolitical location.

These parties have taken various positions along the

ideological spectrum, but most have gravitated towards centrist ideologies.
Localist parties have been unable to wield power beyond the exclave.2 A new
statute of autonomy would need the approval of the national legislature, and
localist parties hold little sway at the national level.
Third, parties of Muslim persuasion have emerged in the mid 1990s, but
they have not gained the legitimacy to speak for all the people of Ceuta. If they
did, they would face the same problems that local parties which are dominated
by cristianos face. With their political futures uninsured, Ceuta’s political leaders
have had to balance the need to carry on with business as usual with the need to
assure ceutíes that their land will continue to be Spanish for generations to
come. Of course, the manner in which political leaders assure ceutíes of Ceuta’s
Spanishness varies significantly (from Left, to Right, to localists) and has been
part of the problem that many cristianos have with parties of Muslim persuasion.
During the first sixteen years of local rule (1979-1995), localist parties
included in their agendas the necessity for Ceuta to become an Autonomous
Community. Because localist parties have enjoyed electoral success, they have
been able to influence the character of more powerful national parties. Localist

2

It would be reasonable for a localist party to form a political allegiance with localist parties from
other Autonomous Communities. However, one must remember that most localist parties outside
of Ceuta embrace regional nationalism and have often sought greater autonomy from Spain’s
central government. This is radically different from ceutíes’ desire to be an Autonomous
Community, which would make them an integral part of the Spanish nation.
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parties with centrist ideologies won elections in 1979, 1991, and 1995. In 1979,
a localist party was able to hold on to power for less than two years before losing
power to the national center-right party (which was the predecessor of the PP).
A different local party won in 1991 and held on to power throughout their fouryear term; however, after a repeat victory in 1995, they soon lost power to the
national center-right PP.
When the center-left PSOE won elections in 1983 and 1987, a localist
party played an important role in the balance of power.

The 1983 PSOE

government lasted two years until four of its members left and formed a ruling
coalition with the opposition. Those four ex-PSOE members later formed the
Partido Socialista del Pueblo de Ceuta (“Socialist Party of the People of Ceuta”
or PSPC).

The PSPC was formed in response to the unwillingness of the

national PSOE to ratify a statute of autonomy approved by Ceuta’s assembly in
1981. In 1987, the PSOE once again won local elections; however, their ability
to stay in power now depended on the support of the PSPC and another localist
party.
In 1995, Ceuta and Melilla received greater geopolitical security when they
finally obtained the status of “Autonomous Cities,” rather than Autonomous
Communities. With this new status, the cities gained more autonomy, but the
central government still controlled important areas such as education and
legislative power.

This new statute was still far from the legislative and

policymaking autonomy enjoyed by Autonomous Communities. Nonetheless, the
new statute allowed the question of autonomy to become less relevant for
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ceutíes and facilitated the disproportionate surge in popularity of the center-right
PP. Interestingly, when the PP initially came to power in 1996, it was able to do
so with support from the Partido Democratico y Social de Ceuta (“Democratic
and Social Party of Ceuta” or PDSC), the first party of Muslim persuasion elected
to Ceuta’s Assembly. The political shift to the right in Ceuta had actually begun
years earlier in 1991 when the PSOE received less than fifty percent of the votes
it had in 1987.

The shift can be attributed to increased party fragmentation

among socialists and the ascendancy of the PP at the national level.

More

importantly, many cristianos resented the PSOE’s role in granting citizenship to
musulmanes in the 1980s. Today, many cristianos think that the PSOE unfairly
“gave away” or “sold” citizenship to musulmanes. In addition, given the intense
history of the military in Ceuta,3 it is not surprising that many ceutíes feel more
protected by the center-right PP, which has been more willing to use military
force internationally (discussed below).
From 1999 to 2001, the rapid ascendance of the PP was interrupted by
the arrival in Ceuta of the Grupo Independiente Liberal (“Independent Liberal
Group” or GIL). The GIL was formed by the owner of a famous soccer club in
Madrid. The party promised a strong stance against crime, traditional political
parties, and a business model of governance. Having been founded in nearby

3

See chapter 2.
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Marbella (on the Southern coastline of Andalusia), the party was essentially a
local-regional party limited to various cities in Andalusia, Ceuta, and Melilla. In
Ceuta, this party added a strong anti-Muslim undertone in the guise of antiimmigration and anti-crime positions.4 The sudden arrival of the GIL caused a
very unusual alliance between the PSOE, PP, and PDSC. It is important to note
that Izquierda Unida (“United Left” or IU), a locally unelected national party with
very small backing by musulmanes, forged an alliance with the GIL. This meant
that the PDSC and IU, both parties of Muslim persuasion, were at the same time
on different sides of Ceuta’s political divide. Although the political leader of IU
would later regret that alliance, it demonstrates that parties of Muslim persuasion
did not emerge with a unified political ideology.

More importantly, it also

demonstrates a calculated strategy by ruling parties of, on the one hand,
appealing to cristianos voters by taking a strong stance against issues
associated with musulmanes and, on the other hand, realizing the growing
influence of musulmanes in the elections and seeking alliances that could payoff
in future elections.

Nevertheless, “political order” was restored by the 2003

elections when the GIL proved to be a very corrupt organization. The PP solidify
its electoral base by winning nineteen of the twenty-five seats in the assembly.

4

Interestingly, the GIL in Melilla formed an alliance with one of the city’s party of Muslim
persuasion. This demonstrates the political “flexibility” of the GIL, and their “win at all costs”
attitude. See Gold (2000:chapter 3).
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Ceuta’s brief political history has proven tumultuous. At a national and
international level, the true political game between Spain and Morocco has not
been directly accessible to the average ceutí. In fact, it is inaccessible to all who
have not been directly involved in Spanish/Moroccan diplomatic relations.
However, we do know that the Spanish military probably has had a strong
interest in staying in Ceuta (Carabaza and de Santos 1992). It is also clear that
the special constitutional provisions for Ceuta and Melilla were part of a greater
political compromise reached between Left and Right during the transition from
dictatorship to democracy in the late 1970s. Furthermore, Ceuta’s long history
as a Spanish territory and ceutíes’ fervor in defending Ceuta’s Spanishness
makes it difficult for a Spanish government to simply give up the exclaves.
Meanwhile, Morocco’s economic development is heavily dependent on stable
and productive diplomatic relations with Spain, and military conflict over Ceuta
and Melilla is not desirable for the Moroccan state.
At a local level, the political game has been characterized by unusual
coalitional instability as evidenced by odd party alliances and political infidelity
(Márquez Cruz 2003), which has led to the inability of ceutíes to effectively resist
their political marginalization within the Spanish political order. Nonetheless, the
trends that emerge from the political history indicate that ceutíes are well aware
of their national exclusion and always cautious of the danger presented by their
southern neighbor. First, the early success of local parties suggests that ceutíes
are relatively cognizant of the unspoken compromise between Spain and
Morocco about Ceuta and Melilla. Second, ceutíes’ quick disillusionment with
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Spain’s socialist party points to ceutíes’ realization that the PSOE’s ideals were
not in line with the need to protect Ceuta from Morocco.

Both the delay in

obtaining a new statute of autonomy and the increased numbers of musulmanes
who became Spanish citizens fell during the watch of the PSOE. Consequently,
ceutíes have penalized the PSOE at the polls since 1991 by giving it an average
of 10.4% of the vote in local elections, even though support for the PSOE has
remained strong at the national level.5

Third, the rapid ascendance of the

political right in Ceuta can be interpreted as both a declining relevance of local
parties and ceutíes’ trust that the Popular Party would best defend the city’s
interest from Madrid.
The perception of the PP as the party who would best defend Ceuta from
Morocco was reinforced in 2002 when José María Aznar, Spain’s president from
the PP, mobilized the army and navy to retake the Isla Perejil from Moroccan
soldiers who had occupied it. Morocco alleged it had occupied the deserted islet
(500 by 300 meters) to monitor illegal immigration across the Strait of Gibraltar.
The incident ended without violent conflict.

However, the massive Spanish

military mobilization was partly launched from Ceuta, and many ceutíes recall
with fear the war-like atmosphere created by flying helicopters and battleships off
the coastline. Most cristianos told me that they agreed with the government’s

5

In the 1993 national elections, the PSOE received 38.8% of the total vote. That was more than
any other national party and 4% more than the PP. In 1996, the PSOE lost control at the national
level, but they won again in 2004.
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action because the events demonstrated how they would expect Spain to react if
Morocco attempted to occupy Ceuta.
The events at Isla Perejil not only caused anxiety in cristianos about
Morocco’s intentions, it also resulted in some tensions between musulmanes and
cristianos. Cristianos did not trust that musulmanes would defend Ceuta, and
musulmanes feared that cristianos would take out anti-Moroccan sentiments on
them. Mistrust between two communities of Spanish citizens was made palpable
by a conflict that technically did not pertain to Ceuta. Many ceutíes believe that
these events influenced the 2003 local elections because cristianos rewarded the
PP for their strong stance against Morocco.
Until the 2003 elections, only one party of Muslim persuasion, the Partido
Democratico y Social de Ceuta (“Democratic and Social Party of Ceuta” or
PDSC), had gained seats in Ceuta’s assembly. The PDSC at times governed in
coalition with the PP, but after the PP received such an overwhelming majority of
votes, they no longer saw it necessary to share power. In addition, a second
party of a Muslim persuasion, Unión Demócrata Ceutí (“Democratic Union of
Ceuta” or UDCE), emerged in 2003 to lead the opposition in the Local Assembly.
The tensions between musulmanes and cristianos that for many years were
restricted to everyday life were now transferred to the Assembly.

Before I

examine how these political encounters would play out in the 2003-2007
governing period, it is important to consider the specific political context from
which parties of Muslim persuasion emerged.
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Organizational Origins and Ideological Ambiguity
The 1985 Immigration Law did not make special provisions for musulmanes in
Ceuta and Melilla. If implemented in its original form, it would have forced most
musulmanes who lived all their lives in the exclave to remain stateless or
eventually be deported to Morocco.

This led to the formation of Muslim

organizations that represented various ideologies about the relation of
musulmanes to the Spanish state, but more specifically, as citizens of Ceuta and
Melilla. These organizations’ raison d'être was protesting the implementation of
the 1985 Immigration Law.

However, notwithstanding the apparent common

goals of these organizations, there were key differences between them set the
tone for future parties of Muslim persuasion.
First, even though musulmanes rapidly accepted the idea of a unified
musulmán community, the leaders that sought to represent that community
disagreed on the question of citizenship. Ahmed Subaire and Mohamed Hamed
Ali were the two most prominent leaders of musulmanes in Ceuta in 1985 (Gold
2000; Planet Contreras 1998). They both participated in a Mixed Commission
established by the national government to study the situation of Ceuta’s
musulmanes in relation to the Immigration Law. However, Subaire and Ali began
to undermine each other’s efforts. Subaire thought that musulmanes should be
exempt from the application of the new law and receive citizenship. Ali thought
that musulmanes should not receive citizenship because it clashed with being a
musulmán; instead, he argued that musulmanes should receive residency with
full civil rights (Stallaert 1998:145-146).

This division not only undermined a
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unified political effort, but it also legitimated cristianos’ doubts about the genuine
Spanishness of musulmanes.
Second, the rapid process of gaining Spanish citizenship caused many
musulmanes to hesitate and question how such a move would affect their ties
with Morocco and the Muslim world. For example, Mohamed Hamed Ali formed
a political party with an agenda that showed a favorable stance towards
Morocco’s claim over the exclaves. Such a position made any other ideological
stance about the improvement of living conditions for musulmanes practically
irrelevant to the local political arena because it undermined Ceuta’s
Spanishness.

Even after gaining citizenship, many musulmanes still remain

ambivalent about the question of Ceuta’s political status. The organizations that
fought for musulmanes rights to citizenship never evolved their agenda to include
issues that were pertinent to other ceutíes. Musulmanes’ sense of belonging to
Ceuta caused them to resist the application of the 1985 Immigration Law, but that
sense of belonging did not prompt them to defend Ceuta’s Spanishness and
aspirations to become an Autonomous Community.

In the eyes of many

cristianos, not having a clearly pronounced affirmation of Ceuta’s Spanishness
was and continues to be an unacceptable stance.
Third, musulmanes’ political organizations in the 1980s had ideological
connections to the Muslim world that transcend Ceuta. This is evidenced by two
closely related factors. On the one hand, there was a close relationship between
political leaders and religious leaders in Ceuta.

Some religious leaders in

mosques disapproved of musulmanes gaining Spanish citizenship while others
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stood at the front of the fight for citizenship. More importantly, organizational
leaders often used religion as a basis for mobilizing musulmanes. Ceutíes, both
musulmanes and cristianos, remember how musulmán leaders occasionally used
the Koran during public demonstrations against the Immigration Law, which
indicated that religion was a unifying factor for musulmanes in fighting for their
cause. Regardless of whether community leaders like Subaire and Ali intended
to act as both religious and political leaders, the perception of most cristianos
whom I talked to is that musulmanes were acting as a religious community.
On the other hand, musulmán community leaders often expressed interest
in the problems affecting the Arab and Islamic world, which also led to the
perception that musulmanes were part of a pan-Arabic/Islamic community.
When major world events that involved Muslims took place, it reverberated
among musulmanes in Ceuta and Melilla. For example, the Gulf War fueled
conflicts in Ceuta and violence in Melilla (Gold 2000:112-113); and throughout
the 1990s musulmanes and cristianos disagreed about conflicts in the Balkans,
the Middle East, and between Spain and Morocco. The connections of these
early organizations to a Muslim world that transcended Ceuta reinforced already
existing divisions between cristianos and musulmanes.

In other words,

musulmanes and cristianos in Ceuta increasingly perceived the musulmán
community as a religious/political community connected to the Arab/Islamic world
and not just an ethnic/cultural minority within the polity of Ceuta.
These are the three main characteristics of the organizations that
preceded the election of parties of Muslim persuasion in Ceuta. Not only did
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these characteristics shape the political behavior of these parties, but they also
informed the perception that many cristianos have had of the leadership among
musulmanes. When some musulmanes decided to run for the local Assembly,
they were working with the experiences and perceptions of the musulmán
organizations in the mid 1980s. Clearly, these organizations are also products of
a complex history of shifting identities among musulmanes (chapter 3) and the
historical particularities that allow Spain and Europe to exist in Northern Africa
(chapter 2). It is impossible to know how the politics of musulmanes would have
developed in these cities had it not been for the 1985 Immigration Law.
Ironically, the very institutional attempt that initially excluded musulmanes as
legitimate Spanish citizens helped define the political path that musulmanes
would take as citizens of Ceuta and Spain.

Of Muslim Persuasion
The first parties of Muslim persuasion appeared in the late 1980s. Some never
made it to election day, and others simply did not garner enough votes. By 1995,
Mustafa Mizzian, a local merchant and the head of the electoral list presented by
the Partido Democratico y Social de Ceuta (“Democratic and Social Party of
Ceuta” or PDSC), received 5.04% percent of the vote. This gave Mizzian a seat
in Ceuta’s Assembly.

Mizzian’s PDSC was not the only party of Muslim

persuasion that presented electoral lists that year.

Three other parties split

5.94% of the vote, and one of these parties was already a coalition of parties.
Clearly, the element of fragmentation evident in earlier years of political
organization still affected musulmanes’ political efforts.
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I spoke with two cristianos and three musulmanes who were politically
active (i.e., active as politicians) in those days, and they cite various reasons, all
closely related, for the persistence of this fragmentation. Their views seem to fall
in line with what many ceutíes told me during informal conversations. First, they
stated that musulmanes tended to show loyalty to politicians according to the
neighborhoods in which they live.6

This points to the extreme, yet subtle,

geographic marginalization of these neighborhoods given that Ceuta’s limited
habitable terrain. By comparison, other parties (not of Muslim persuasion) have
had relatively even distribution of votes throughout the city. Second, ceutíes
(both cristianos and musulmanes) have accused musulmán leaders of jealousy,
rivalry, and clientelism. Of course, these characteristics could easily apply to all
politicians in Ceuta depending on where one stands politically. However, I found
that the manner in which cristianos disapproved of musulmán political leaders
resembled their disapproval of Muslim business practices in that political leaders
are out to trick their “clients” (electorate). Meanwhile, most musulmanes whom I
talked to (who are in and out of politics) admit that bickering among their leaders
has presented the biggest challenge to advancing the political causes of their
community, although they quickly add that cristianos have encouraged and

6

A leader of a defunct party of Muslim persuasion explained that neighborhood allegiances
towards certain political leaders were not bitter or antagonistic, but rather just the product of
“different men with different ideas.”
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fomented such political fragmentation among musulmanes.7 Third, musulmanes
in Ceuta have lacked the social elites that could legitimately gather enough
political capital to receive the full support of their electorate. By “social elite,” the
past politicians with whom I talked meant musulmanes who were lawyers,
economists, or public policy specialists that could present an alternative to the
leaders from the merchant class, and hence present a more “distinguished”
political agenda. If such social elites existed at the time, then they were not
interested or were not able to emerge as political leaders.
Despite problems of fragmentation, the PDSC finally provided the political
representation that many musulmanes sought. The question of what would be
the political agenda of the PDSC, or any other such party, was always clear:
solve the social and economic problems faced by musulmanes in Ceuta.

A

member of the PDSC explained to me that their party came into existence
because musulmanes had needs that the government was not addressing, “so
we got in to improve the condition of the most marginalized sectors of this

7

I was not able to find any evidence for the active meddling of cristianos, particularly those
belonging to the dominant center-right PP, in the politics of musulmanes. It would not be in the
interests of either musulmanes or cristianos involved in such deals to admit their actions.
However, I did interview a couple of leaders of neighborhoods associations—both musulmanes
and in musulmán neighborhoods—who were politically in favor of the center-right PP. Their
support for their PP clearly did not match that party’s political agenda for addressing the problems
of musulmanes in marginalized neighborhoods. Such incongruity in answers leads me to believe
that it is quite possible that members of the PP have some arrangement with certain musulmán
political leaders. However, I am not willing to speculate that the nature of such an arrangement is
illegal because the PP could have simply gained these musulmán leaders’ support by making
personal appeals and promising infrastructural improvements in the musulmanes’ marginalized
neighborhoods.
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community.” However, the question remained of how this new party would stand
in relation to other political parties in the Assembly.
In previous years, leaders of the musulmán community had urged their
followers to vote for the Partido Socialista Obrero Español (PSOE) because it
made possible the attainment of citizenship for musulmanes (Planet Contreras
1998:159-160). But time had passed, and the PSOE faced declining support in
the city. Parties of Muslim persuasion stepped in to fill a political space that
might have been taken by a party with a more traditional class-based ideology or
one of Ceuta’s established localist parties (which also aligned themselves with
class-based ideologies and were dominated by cristianos).

Essentially, what

remained to be seen was the manner in which the PDSC would advocate the
implementation of its political agenda.
In order to explore this question, I now turn to an analysis of political
behavior in the local Assembly. Under Ceuta’s Statute of Autonomy, the city
does not have legislative capabilities, but it does have “normative power” (e.g.,
make city rules or decide how a law is implemented) and the ability to make
legislative requests to the national government. Debates in Ceuta’s Assembly
are generally about the implementation of projects, legislative initiatives, and the
city’s bureaucratic responsibilities. Procedural rules in the assembly dictate that
the ruling party, which is responsible for forming a governing executive, can
present a series of resolutions for approval. Then, both the government and the
parties from the opposition can present “urgent motions” for approval.

The

opposition can also make requests of and ask questions to the government.
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Following the presentation of any resolution, urgent motion, request, or question
there is limited debate involving the opposition and the appropriate counselor
from the government. Here I want to focus on the content and consequences of
parliamentary interjections by the PDSC.
Because in the 1995 elections six political parties won seats in the
assembly, the PDSC first found itself in an odd mix of parties in the opposition,
which also included the center-right PP, and the localist-socialist PSPC. Mizzian,
the PDSC delegate, initially presented nine urgent motions and made four
requests of the government. As promised by PDSC electoral agenda, twelve of
the thirteen interjections were directly linked to issues faced almost exclusively
by musulmanes. Four of these were concerned with issues related to Muslim
religious practices: improvement of the cemetery, increasing the number of
ornaments for Muslim holidays, and repairing facilities for sacrificing animals
during Islamic celebrations. Others had to do with improving the infrastructure of
peripheral neighborhoods or providing stimulus for economic sectors that most
affect musulmanes (e.g., the Central Market and bazaars). The other two parties
of the opposition, the Popular Party (PP) and Partido Socialista del Pueblo de
Ceuta (“Socialist Party of the People of Ceuta” or PSPC), generally supported
Mizzian’s interjections, especially Juan Luis Aróstegui of the PSPC who had for
years also called for the improvement of social conditions for the city’s most
marginalized sectors (i.e., musulmanes). Eight months after PDSC entered the
Assembly, it appeared to be just another local political party; however, the
executive government would soon question the party’s institutional practices.
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On the night of February 12, 1996, musulmanes in the Principe Alfonso
neighborhood took to the streets after spending four days without electricity,
which coincided with their month long celebration of Ramadan (El Pais Digital
2/14/1996). Crowds clashed with national police, and in the end, twenty people
endured minor injuries. Two days later Mizzian presented an urgent motion in
which he lamented the events, but argued that the executive government had
neglected the neighborhood for too long and the police were extremely
aggressive in its tactics. He asked that the Assembly approve a motion urging
Ceuta’s delegate from the central government (who was from the PP and
responsible for the national police in Ceuta) to step down for sending in the
police in such a bellicose manner.8 The counselors responsible for overseeing
the affected areas, electricity and local police, immediately rejected Mizzian’s
characterization of the events.

In their opinion, official authorities had acted

properly, and the responsibility should fall on those who initiated the
disturbances.

If anything, they argued, the problem was lack of adequate

communication between citizens and the government.

After the counselors

explained themselves, the president took a turn to reply and leveled a critique
that had perhaps been in the minds of many in the Assembly:

8

The central government’s delegate in Ceuta is in charge of governing over all the areas that fall
within the competency of Madrid.
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Mr. Mizzian, you are irresponsible—politically speaking—because when
you sit down in Ceuta’s Assembly, you have stopped exclusively
representing those 900 or 1,000 citizens that in a determinate time
brought you here. The moment that you sit down in that chair, you
represent all of Ceuta’s citizens, the same way that we all do. Therefore,
you cannot, or more correctly, should not do what you constantly do every
assembly…and that is do precisely the opposite of what you preach.
You ask that no one should discriminate against the [peripheral]
neighborhoods and against collectives, and nonetheless you enclose
yourself in the defense of determined collectives…and that is
discrimination, and the representatives of this assembly cannot fall in that
discriminatory trap.
You have presented a motion that, explained in a different manner, that
defended in a different manner…could be perfectly approved—but only if
defended with different arguments because at the same time you are
making an incendiary discourse that could risk the peace and social
convivencia to which all citizens of Ceuta have a right.
The president was essentially objecting to the PDSC being “of Muslim
persuasion.”

The president’s reply was the first time that an official publicly

criticized the very ideological nature of how the PDSC pursued its political
agenda. It is significant that this particular motion of Mizzian dealt with a conflict
in which musulmanes and cristianos were clearly on different sides because of
economic and social disparities. The musulmanes in the streets lived in the most
marginalized and infamous neighborhood in Ceuta. The local and national police
also represented what many musulmanes saw as an oppressive and
discriminatory force mostly made up of cristianos. Whether he wanted to or not,
when Mizzian brought the issue to the assembly, he made himself the
representative of musulmanes involved in the conflicts. The president, clearly
saw it this way. We can gather from his statements that the president truly
believed that if Mizzian made himself the exclusive representative of
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musulmanes, then the conflicts that occurred in the streets could potentially
divide the Assembly along ethnic/religious (what he calls “collectives”) lines and
further exacerbate existing divisions in the city.
That parliamentary debate between the ruling parties and the PDSC
indexed conflicts between cristianos and musulmanes outside of the Assembly.
However, being musulmán and in the Assembly was not enough to achieve this
indexing.

What mattered most was Mizzian’s political intent.

Rather than

deciphering the inner states of politicians when they make arguments in the
Assembly (cf. Rosen 1995), I want to define “political intent” as the
presuppositions about an idealized relationship between government and citizens
that motivates politicians to make specific arguments.

I base the analytical

assessments of political intent on data obtained from formal interviews, observed
patterns in the Assembly archives, and observations of assembly proceedings.
This notion of political intent can help us understand how the argument between
Mizzian and the opposition reveals different understandings about being a
political representative and being musulmán.
First, after presenting the events and criticizing the harsh measures taken
by the police, Mizzian addressed Mr. Medina, the counselor that oversees the
city’s electricity:
Mr. Medina, you have not been informed by anyone, not [the people] from
technical services, nor from any other service. You were informed by
Mizzian when he called you to tell you: “Mr. Medina, the neighbors from
[Principe Alfonso] are invading our [party] headquarters. What is going on
with the lights that they have been without electricity for seven days?” I
took the liberty of giving my word so that the problems that this
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neighborhood suffers may be solved, and that is how the neighbors have
understood it.
Mizzian then explained that the very same night of the riots, his party had been
working on a motion that would propose the building of a multipurpose center in
Principe Alfonso that could be used for improving social conditions in the
neighborhood. He then concluded,
We have done all this, not because we are going to ask for any votes
during the next elections, but for the good of the City, of convivencia, and
definitely for the good of that neighborhood with so many necessities and
calamities that it has suffered and is suffering. I ask that, because of
everything that I have said, you support this motion.
In the first part of this statement, Mizzian describes a relationship with the
people of Principe Alfonso in which he is more a political representative than a
fellow musulmán. He was informed of the problem in his political headquarters,
and he made a promise to fix the problem within his capacity as a politician. Of
course, the fact that the neighbors made a plea to Mizzian shows that they trust
him more than cristianos in the administration and in other parties.

Simply

expressing their problems in Arabic could make some musulmanes more
comfortable in go to Mizzian before another public official. Nonetheless, in the
Assembly Mizzian related the events of the night in question without making
reference to his identity as a musulmán.

The latter part of this statement

explicitly outlines the PDSC’s political intent in bringing to the Assembly an
issues that affect musulmanes. He moves beyond the mere omission of his
ethnic/religious identity to an argument that probably did not make much sense to
anyone else in the assembly: His party does not cater exclusively to
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musulmanes. Mizzian positions himself as an advocate and political speaker of
musulmanes, but he defends it as an action that is for Ceuta and the peaceful
coexistence of all ceutíes.

It is also telling that Mizzian anticipated the

accusation of him of trying to gain “votes during the next election.”

Overall,

Mizzian tried to anticipate and neutralize the official transposition of conflict
between musulmanes and cristianos in the streets to the Assembly.
Second, there is the question of the president’s political intent when
criticizing Mizzian’s motions in the Assembly.

When the president said,

“Therefore, you cannot, or more correctly, should not do what you constantly do
every assembly…and that is do precisely the opposite of what you preach,” he is
disapproving of Mizzian only bringing the concerns of musulmanes to the
Assembly.

What Mizzian preaches, of course, is the end of discrimination

against musulmanes and their neighborhoods, which is illegal under Spanish law.
The president thinks that when Mizzian chooses to solely represent musulmanes,
he is doing something that, although not technically illegal, mirrors what amounts
to illegal behavior, “and that is discrimination, and the representatives of this
Assembly cannot fall in that discriminatory trap.” The president disapproves of
what he thinks is the PDSC’s raison d'être: to address the problems faced by
musulmanes in Ceuta but not other ceutíes (there being no peripheral
neighborhoods of cristianos). Therefore, according to the president all motions
should be addressed to the people of Ceuta, not just musulmanes.
Third, the president concluded with remarks that indicated his willingness
to accept Mizzian’s request if they were presented in a different manner. It is
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difficult to gather exactly the type of alternative argument that the president had
in mind, but politicians who served in that and subsequent administration pointed
(during interviews) to the exclusive nature of such motions. Accordingly, in order
for Mizzian’s motion to be acceptable to the president, it probably should not
have (1) presented the events as a confrontation between the police and the
protesting neighbors, (2) shown so much indignation on behalf of the neighbors,
and (3) positioned the local and national authorities under the same umbrella of
culpability.
The first two components of the motion led to the perception that it was
Mizzian and the protesting neighbors versus the rest of ceutíes who are not
exclusively musulmanes (and mostly cristianos). The third point is a political
miscalculation by Mizzian because the local government might have been
otherwise willing to blame the national government’s delegate since she did not
belong to any of the parties in Ceuta’s ruling coalition. The manner in which
Mizzian framed the motion prevented Ceuta’s government from censuring the
national government’s delegate without also admitting some responsibility
because the national and local police were both involved in the riots.
These three observations about political intent reveal a fundamental
disagreement about the nature of governance between Mizzian and Ceuta’s
ruling party in 1996 (and, most likely, other parties in the Assembly at the time).
Mizzian thinks it is acceptable to advocate for musulmanes in the interest of all
ceutíes. The president sees as illegitimate Mizzian’s exclusive representation
and parliamentary practices. This disagreement is the basis for the idea of a
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party of Muslim persuasion, and both the PDSC and other political parties
embraced this idea. For the first year in office, Mizzian was content with bringing
up issues that affected musulmanes. Besides, with one seat in the Assembly
and little political experience, coalitions with other parties were not available.
However, the initial political order of the 1995-1999 governing period only
lasted one year.

A member of the ruling localist party switched over to the

opposition, and tipped the balance of power to the center-right Popular Party
(PP), which had received the most votes in the 1995 election. Mizzian made the
decision to support the PP and entered a coalition that put him in the executive
government from 1996 until 1999. According to Mizzian, he entered the coalition
because he was always willing to govern with any party that values the needs of
musulmanes in Ceuta. Interestingly, Mizzian’s alliance with the PP did not move
him to the right of the political spectrum in the opinion of other politicians;
instead, it solidified his position as a politician of Muslim persuasion because it
was a political move made out of his self-interest for musulmanes. Of course,
the PP’s alliance with Mizzian positioned them to receive more future votes
among musulmanes.
During the time in the executive government, Mizzian managed to
negotiate various agreements with the PP that made him more popular among
his electorate. The most significant of these was the securing of funding from the
national government for a program that would provide jobs and training for
people in difficult socio-economic situations. Most people employed under this
plan were musulmanes. In addition, Mizzian got the government to commit to the
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construction of the multipurpose center in Principe Alfonso and the structural
rehabilitation and expansion of the Muslim cemetery. These actions led to the
electoral improvement of the PDSC during the 1999 elections.
increased its presence in the Assembly by two seats.

The PDSC

Out of all the votes

destined to go to the three parties of Muslim persuasion that ran for office in
1999, the PDSC captured two thirds, a 25% increase from the 1995 elections.
The 1999-2003 governing period proved disastrous for all political parties.
The rapid emergence of the Grupo Independiente Liberal (“Independent Liberal
Group” or GIL), a party promising business-like governance and increased
security, forced the remaining political parties into a very unusual coalition. The
center-right PP, the center-left PSOE, and the PDSC united to prevent the GIL
from governing. However, that coalition only lasted for a few weeks, and the GIL
took over the presidency. From 1999 to 2001, Mizzian’s PDSC failed to present
any urgent motions and was politically helpless as the GIL launched several
measures that negatively affected musulmanes. Among these was the creation
of a Rapid Intervention Unit (UIR) in the Local Police, a special operations force
in charge of tackling the worst criminals. Ceuta was going through one of its
most difficult criminal periods with an increase in the drug trade, but many
musulmanes saw the UIR as the face of an oppressive and racist administration.
Musulmanes recall the abrasive manner in which the UIR entered residences
and questioned musulmanes on the streets. Tensions between the GIL and
PDSC worsened when floods forced many musulmanes out of their homes in a
neighborhood adjacent to Principe Alfonso. The president promised to remedy
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the situation, but days passed before the government acted.

The affected

residents took their protest to the Assembly Hall. Once there, violence erupted,
windows were broken, and many suffered injuries. The GIL blamed the leaders
of the PDSC for inciting a riot.
The political situation worsened when in 2001 a member of the GIL
abandoned his party, and the balance of power shifted again towards the centerright PP. However, before the PP could govern, they needed to secure the same
coalition that they had at the beginning of the governing period. The PP elected
Juan Vivas to replace their previous party leader as president.

However,

Mizzian’s PDSC favored the PP’s previous number one, and the PDSC hesitated
in their support for the PP. By the time Mizzian decided to back Juan Vivas, the
political damage to the PDSC had been done.

Even though the PDSC

negotiated key positions in the new government, their efforts came to a dramatic
halt when in late 2002 two members of the PDSC (including Mizzian) were forced
to resign their posts in the executive government. This resulted from a court
decision that found the politicians responsible for inciting the 1999 riot in the
Assembly, although later the courts absolved them of wrongdoing, and they
continued working in the Assembly.
As the 2003 election approached, the GIL became less politically relevant
after corruption scandals that involved many party officials, including the party’s
founder. The PP moved in to solidify its position as Ceuta’s strongest party.
Meanwhile, Mizzian’s PDSC resumed its position as a party of Muslim
persuasion in the opposition. Mizzian made more interjections during the last six
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months of the 1999-2003 governing period than he had in all his previous time in
the Assembly. His party addressed an array of issues that included improving
labor conditions, infrastructural improvements in marginal neighborhoods,
condemning the 2003 Iraq invasion, completion of the Muslim cemetery,
completion of the multipurpose center in Principe Alfonso, disenfranchised
musulmanes, and granting housing rights for illegally built properties.

These

issues are exactly the same ones that Mizzian addressed when he was first
elected to office in 1995. The deals that he had secured while serving with the
PP were now moving too slowly for his liking. The PP announced that they
would campaign for the 2003 elections without the support of any other party.

A Mainstream Party of Muslim Persuasion?
Four years before the 2003 elections, a group of young musulmanes studying in
Granada gave Mizzian their vote in the local elections. The students often came
together and talked about the many problems facing their native Ceuta, and at
times, they joked about entering local politics upon completing their degrees.
When they came back to Ceuta around the year 2000, they found the hostile
political environment of the 1999-2003 governing period. They tried to enter the
PDSC, but found that it was not open to new influences. Eventually, what begun
as a joke in Granada, turned into the 2003 political campaign of the Unión
Demócrata Ceutí (“Democratic Union of Ceuta” or UDCE).
Party members elected Mohamed Mohamed Ali as their leader of the new
political formation.

In his late twenties and with a law practice in the city,

Mohamed Ali and his colleagues were able to run a campaign that energized
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more musulmanes to vote than ever before.

Most of the candidates for the

UDCE were young professionals with college education, and that provided them
with a degree of political legitimacy with cristianos and musulmanes that was
lacking in previous parties.

The UDCE promised to bring new ideas and

approaches to the political arena, but they would still have to carry the cultural
and political baggage of being a party composed almost exclusively of
musulmanes.
The UDCE’s political incursion cut in half the votes that Mizzian’s PDSC
received in the 1999 election. The UDCE and PDSC were two of four parties of
Muslim persuasion in an election year that saw the PP consolidate most of the
votes by wining nineteen out of twenty-five assembly seats. The UDCE won
three, the center-left PSOE won two, and the PDSC held onto one seat.
Although small in numbers, for the first time in Ceuta’s short political history a
musulmán was leader of the opposition, albeit also the weakest opposition in
history.
Party

Orientation

Leader

Seats

Popular Party (PP)

National center-right

Juan Vivas (President)

19

Democratic Union of Ceuta

of Muslim persuasion

Mohamed M. Ali

3

Spanish Socialist Workers’ Party

National center-left

Antonia Palomo

2

Social Democratic Party of Ceuta

of Muslim persuasion

Mustafa Mizzian

1

Table 5.1 Political parties in Ceuta's Assembly during the 2003-2007 governing period.

The UDCE had different political intentions than Mizzian, and they were
determined to run their party with the legitimacy that was not given to the PDSC
years before in the Assembly. The leaders of the UDCE tried to model their party
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after Melilla’s Coalición por Melilla (“Coalition for Melilla” or CpM), headed by
Mustafa Aberchan. Aberchan had in 1999 briefly managed to ascend to Melilla’s
presidency after an even more tumultuous local interruption by the GIL, but he
was ousted a year later amidst allegations by CpM of racist motives (the
opposing parties claimed presidential incompetence). In 2002, members of the
newly established UDCE met with Aberchan in preparation for their new political
endeavor.

What the UDCE saw as desirable in Aberchan’s party was his

openness to negotiate and include in his political agenda issues that did not
exclusively affect musulmanes.

Despite allegations of exclusivity against

Aberchan in Melilla, he tried when possible to present the remedies that affected
musulmanes within a broader socialist framework.
It is very important to note that the UDCE did not seem to be affected by
the fate of CpM once they had ascended to power. Anti-Muslim sentiments were
expected by the UDCE in Ceuta, but they hoped that their party could capture the
attention of more than just musulmanes. An affiliate of UDCE told me that their
party was “genuinely caballa” (the fish that ceutíes are named after), and their
party had from the beginning been open to all people, regardless of “religious
credence.”9

9

One must remember that in Ceuta “religious credence” often stands in or is conflated with
“ethnic identity” or “culture.”
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Once elected, Mohamed Ali followed through with his strategy. In the first
few months in the Assembly, most of his party’s interventions in the Assembly did
not exclusively address issues that affected musulmanes.

Furthermore, Ali

proved to be quite astute in debating the resolutions brought to the Assembly by
the PP.

On several occasions, he successfully debated the technicalities in

resolutions from a legal standpoint, and his team challenged budgets with
meticulous care. The UDCE brought to the first assembly session mundane
issues, such as installing showers on beaches and improving traffic circulation
near the port. In the second session, the UDCE brought two complaints (in the
form of requests) that were clear attempts to break with the idea that
musulmanes in politics only cared about issues affecting their community. The
first was a complaint by two elderly cristianas about needed repairs in the
Christian cemetery, and the second noted fire hazards and lack of storage space
in a police station.

It was unprecedented for a musulmán to care about a

Christian cemetery, or for that matter, a cristiano to show much interest in the
Muslim cemetery. And the lack of musulmanes in the local police, in addition to
all the previous confrontations between that force and musulmanes, truly made it
unlikely that a party like the UDCE would defend these political concerns.
This is not to say that the UDCE did not continue some of the political
trends establish by its predecessor. In the same first two assembly session, the
UDCE presented a motion for an increase of festive lighting during the holy
month of Ramadan, requested that the delegate from the central government
(who was from the PP) retract statements offensive to musulmanes in Ceuta, and
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asked that infrastructural repairs be made in marginal neighborhoods occupied
by musulmanes. Like Mizzian, Ali believed that it was his responsibility to bring
issues affecting musulmanes to the Assembly—issues that the government
would otherwise neglect. According to a UDCE member, “other political parties
have had the time to address the issues that affect our community, and they
have failed.” Furthermore, Ali has echoed Mizzian in various instances when he
says that what is good for musulmanes is good for all of Ceuta.
If we compare the interventions that the two parties of Muslim persuasion
have made during their time in office, we find that Mizzian’s PDSC has a
significantly lower percentage of interjections that addressed the needs of all
ceutíes.10 Table 5.2 shows the numerical differences of all interjections made by
the PDSC (as a party in the opposition before 2003) and the UDCE (from 2003 to
beginning of 2005) that directly addressed the needs of all ceutíes.11

10

I determined which interjections exclusively pertained to musulmanes by studying the content
of each interjection. I classified an interjection as exclusively pertaining to musulmanes if (1) it
pertained to a question of Islam, (2) if it pertained to musulmán merchants, and (3) if musulmanes
overwhelmingly populated the neighborhood addressed in the proposal.
11
As of the writing of this dissertation, only data for this period was available.
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PDSC

UDCE

Urgent Motion

8.3%

34.3%

Requests

22%

37.3%

Total

18.9%

35.1%

Table 5.2 Comparison of Interjections between the PDSC (1995-2003) and the UDCE (2003-2005).

We can observe that 18.9% of the PDSC’s interjections addressed the needs of
all ceutíes, as opposed to the 35.1% of the UDCE.

The most significant

difference is the content of urgent motions, where there is a 25.95 point
difference.
When comparing the overall political record of both parties, we find that
the UDCE presented three times as many urgent motions as the PDSC over
roughly equal periods that both parties in the opposition. Furthermore, roughly
one third of all motions presented by the UDCE gained acceptance in the
Assembly, while the PDSC only had one approved while in the opposition. This
not only points to a more diligent political team, but also more political calculation
to influence governance. Urgent motions are more complex in terms of policy
and submitted for votes; whereas requests do not carry as much political weight
unless the government chooses to engage in a debate over the request (which
they are not obligated to do).
Despite the differences between these two parties of Muslim persuasion,
when compared to other current and past parties, it is evident that they are much
more concerned with issues exclusively affecting musulmanes.

Outsiders
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looking into Ceuta might assume that these occurrences are obvious: if
musulmanes are forming their own parties, it is because they must want to
advance a cause that is directly linked to their community. However, unless we
assume that these parties are being intentionally deceiving when they say that
they are a party for all ceutíes and not just musulmanes—an assumption for
which I found absolutely no basis—then it is a serious anthropological concern to
understand how and why these parties remain, essentially, “of Muslim
persuasion.”
What the Table 5.2 does not show is how over the first two years in the
Assembly, the UDCE steadily reduced the number of requests that concerned all
ceutíes. Figure 5.1 shows how in the first few assembly sessions the percentage
of such requests were more than half, but as time progresses the UDCE

Cumulative Percent of Requests
that Conncern all Ceutíes

apparently abandoned their strategy of politically reaching out to all ceutíes.
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(♦ = mainly concerning musulmanes, − = concerning all ceutíes)

Figure 5.1 Percent of UDCE's Requests that Concern All Ceutíes (2203-2005).
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I attribute the reasons for this decline to (1) the outcomes of political debates in
the Assembly and (2) the response of the PP to UDCE interjections that did
exclusively concern musulmanes.
First, it was evident from the first few months in the Assembly that there
were familiar tensions between members of the UDCE and PP. The familiarity
came from both the encounters that musulmanes and cristianos experience in
their everyday lives and challenges encountered by the PDSC when they first
came into office.
One of the most telling encounters occurred in October 20, 2003 when the
Counselor of Finance and Economy for the PP, Fernández Cucurull, presented a
resolution that dealt with the renegotiation of contracts for workers and execution
of projects in Ceuta’s water treatment facility.

During the course of the

presentation, the Counselor stated that his administration had achieved its goal
of providing running water twenty-four hours a day, and in order to maintain that
level of service he asked the Assembly to approve his resolution.

After

Cucurull’s presentation, Mohamed Ali began his turn by criticizing this particular
statement in the counselor’s presentation:
To begin, the truth is that I am surprised and saddened. I reject in
absolute terms that we speak in this assembly about twenty-four hours of
water, in absolute terms! Because otherwise I will begin to think that the
members of this Government are cynics. There are not twenty-four hours
of water in Ceuta! And if [you do] not [believe it], you can ask the
neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal. There are not twenty-four hours of
water! That is, there should not be talk of twenty-four hours of water,
please, because it is intolerable.
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Ali then continued a lengthy criticism of the government’s actions
concerning the workers’ contract and the functioning of the water facility. It is
extremely important that the UDCE chose to begin their intervention by invoking
the plight of the neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal. As we will see shortly, these
neighbors would at various times punctuate the short political history of the
UDCE in the Assembly. This neighborhood, named after the actual abandoned
military fort/tower, is located just north of Principe Alfonso along the border.
Because the area is hilly, the neighbors live in a relatively secluded area. In
addition, and like many musulmanes in other peripheral neighborhoods, the
neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal are poor people who have built their houses over
the years in areas that have not been officially designated for urban
development.
Cucurull once again took a turn to reply to the opposition and immediately
replied to Ali’s initial accusations. He argued that Ali’s argument about Fuerte
Mendizabal was not valid because the people living there had erected illegal
residences. The city could not condone such actions by providing them with
water or electricity, and they remained in those houses because the city had not
yet found them alternative housing. Cucurull also directly addressed Ali and
said, “Perhaps what you pretend through the defense of such [illegal] edifications
is to extend to Ceuta the urbanistic model of Castillejos…” The latter city is
adjacent to the border on the Moroccan side, and ceutíes know it as an area
marked by poverty and disorder. Cucurull not only attacked Ali’s vision of urban
planning, he also sarcastically implied that the Ali would like to make Ceuta like
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Morocco.

Here, it is impossible to know the exact intention of Cucurull’s

comments, but the accusation that the UDCE wanted to make Ceuta like
Morocco resonated with popular suspicions about parties of Muslim persuasion’s
“true” allegiance to Morocco.
Having dismissed Ali’s argument about Fuerte Mendizabal, the Counselor
proceeded to attack what he perceived to be the UDCE’s political intentions.
I do not know who has given you the identification as the defender of the
poor; but I will tell you one thing, everyone in this Assembly has social
consciousness, not just you, right? I can assure you that the government
has it. And [you] making such performances like this one, with demagogic
purposes, do not defend the interests of those who are most marginalized,
I guarantee it.
Because, in addition, one is in politics to contribute to collective solutions,
not individual solutions. What we have to try to worry about is solving the
problems of a lot of people, not the individual problems of some because
then we will never fix it. That thing that you do, Mr. Mohamed, is called
“clientelism,” and that is another thing, it is not politics.
By this point in the debate, it is quite clear that there are two different
confrontations taking place: one has to do with the water treatment facility and
the other is about the political nature of the UDCE. In invoking the neighbors of
Fuerte Mendizabal—a place so closely identified with poor musulmanes—Ali
reminded the government that not all things are equal in Ceuta, and those who
have less are musulmanes. The illegality of the houses in that neighborhood is
irrelevant to Ali because making sure that those houses are legalized or that the
neighbors be moved elsewhere had for years been a political concern for
musulmanes (including the PDSC). That they still lived without water only served
to further enrage Ali during his intervention.
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Cucurull, on the other hand, also did not seem to be so concerned with the
illegality of the houses other than to dismiss Ali’s argument.12 Rather, he wanted
to show his disapproval of Ali exclusive representation of musulmanes, that is
why he accused Ali of clientelism. The problem for Cucurull and PP is not that
someone defends the interests of the poor, but that they are defended only by
musulmanes for musulmanes. If the UDCE were looking out for the interests of
all people, they would not exist as an entity exclusive of cristianos—hence the
Counselor’s comment about being “in politics to contribute to collective
solutions.”
The continued exchange between the two representatives demonstrated
what was already evident. When Ali once again took his turn, he sarcastically
explained that he was moved by the Cucurull’s humanity.

He addressed

Fernández Cucurull by name, but he mispronounced “Cucurull” by misplacing a
strong “rr” emphasis on the “r.” The Counselor interrupted to correct him. Ali
quickly fired back, “And my name is Mohamed! My name is Mohamed! Let us
see if you [all] also make an effort to pronounce it correctly.” In this exchange,
Ali’s anger with Cucurull moved him to correct the manner in which cristianos
often mispronounce Arabic names by erroneously placing accents.

The

mispronunciation of “Cucurull” is, on the one hand, one which any fluent Spanish

12

In fact, months later the PP tried to provide water and electricity to Fuerte Mendizabal.
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speaker might commit—especially because the “ll” at the end of the name is
phonetically awkward in Spanish and could lead to placing an erroneous “rr”
emphasis on the “r.” On the other hand, the mispronunciation of Mohamed or
calling any musulmán “Mohamed” can make musulmanes feel uncomfortable
and offended.13 Ali’s name was often mispronounced in the Assembly before
and after this incident, but he only chose this instance to correct the
mispronunciation precisely because he felt prejudice in Cucurull’s discourse.
Interestingly, the mutual mispronunciations briefly lightened the mood of the
debate.
After the brief exchange about mispronunciations, Ali accused the
Counselor of sounding like anti-immigrant leaders in France and Switzerland.
The president interrupted to ask Ali to respect the order of the day and the
Assembly. Ali said that Cucurull had initiated the argument and continued to
defend his politics.
Yes I am a defender of the poor, I do it with a lot of pride. What is wrong,
is it wrong to be the defender of the poor? [Cucurull shook his head to
indicate “no”] Oh, all right! The poor are many. In this city the poor are
many, and the rich are not many. The same way you defend the rich, I
defend the many that are poor.

13

Again, it is impossible to ascertain Cucurull’s personal intent. What is important for my analysis
is the manner in which Ali responded by calling attention to the mispronunciation of his own
name.
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Ali continued to say that the PP could not accuse him of clientelism because the
PP was the one that was truly corrupt. As with his previous turn, Ali then once
again turned his attention to the critique of the water facility contract.
Cucurull had the last word, and once again began by addressing Ali. He
said that anyone who knew him would agree that he does not discriminate
against any ceutí, and he would not allow Ali to brand him as a racist. Once the
Counselor finished his turn, the debate ended with a brief argument between
President Vivas and Ali because Vivas did not grant Ali another turn to speak.
This debate puts into perspective the difficulties faced by the UDCE in
maintaining

political

credibility

beyond

addressing

problems

faced

by

musulmanes. The water treatment facility and its workers have little to do with
the UDCE defending the interests of musulmanes in the Assembly. The political
outcomes of this and similar events did not give the UDCE an incentive to
continue practicing the “politics of everyone.” The UDCE presented two motions
in which they accused members of the PP of disrespectful and prejudiced
behavior against musulmanes. In one of these instances, a local newspaper
quoted a high-ranking member of the PP as saying that the two parties of Muslim
persuasion were responsible for dividing whole neighborhoods the same way
they had divided the Assembly. The implication was that the division in the city
and the Assembly is between musulmanes and cristianos. When in 1996 the
executive government challenged Mizzian’s politics, it was hard for him to defend
that what was good for musulmanes was good for all ceutíes. Yet when the
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UDCE consciously tried to avoid repeating Mizzian’s predicament, they remained
of Muslim persuasion.
If debates that initially had little to do with the perceived political exclusivity
of the UDCE led to the PP’s questioning of the legitimacy of parties of Muslim
persuasion, then the interjections that actually dealt with specific issues faced by
musulmanes brought the Assembly to a completely dysfunctional state. The big
political confrontations between the PP and UDCE resulted from a series of very
specific issues that hardened antagonistic positions on both sides. Members of
the PP were convinced that the UDCE was trying to divide the city by rallying
musulmanes against the government. Meanwhile, members of the UDCE were
in disbelief about the government’s boldness in denying or ignoring their
requests, especially the ones that exclusively affected musulmanes. As a result,
the UDCE repeated many of their motions, which resulted in the decrease of
interjections that directly address the needs of all ceutíes (see Figure 5.1).
The first motion repeated by the UDCE was about increasing the lighting
for Ramadan, a request that Mizzian also made in 1996. On September 2003,
the UDCE presented the request for lighting as an urgent motion. The executive
told Ali that they could not make a decision until the situation was more carefully
examined; furthermore, they pointed out that the UDCE’s motion literally asked
that decorative lights be placed “throughout the whole city,” and that was simply
not possible. Ali insisted that the motion only implied that lights should decorate
the whole city in the same manner they do for other holidays such as Christmas,
and he was open to the idea of amending the motion so that it could pass. The
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President intervened and stated that his party did not intend to amend the
motion, so the Assembly voted down the urgent motion.
During the next session in October 2003, Ali once again raised the issue.
This time he began by stating that he had been informed that lights were going to
be placed in Principe Alfonso and Principe Felipe (adjacent to one another), and
he had no problem with that. But the fact that no more lights were going to be
placed prompted Ali to rebuke the executive’s effort to maintain convivencia,
…both the President and the Counselor [of Education and Culture], I ask
you that you please put at least one light, if you want, in the center of the
city; but that Ramadan does not pass completely unperceived. Because
you guys do not stop talking about the periphery, and in that periphery you
include the neighborhoods of Principe Alfonso and Principe Felipe, and
the visitor that comes to Ceuta normally does not visit the neighborhoods
of Principe Alfonso and Principe Felipe. Therefore, the festive month of
Ramadan, unfortunately, cannot pass completely unperceived, because I
believe it provides a cultural enrichment for the city, above all if we sell the
theme of the Four Cultures, those Four Cultures to be discovered. And if
you leave it like this, it is going to pass completely unperceived, and I think
that you are going to do a disfavor to the spirit of the city.
The responsible Counselor responded that she had already tried to explain to Ali
beforehand what was the executive’s position, but apparently she understood
there was no way that Ali could be convinced:
And I want to remind you again that one could not compare [Ramadan]
with Christmas tradition, that it wasn’t because of religious credence, but
that [Christmas] is a festivity and a historical occurrence of ages. And that
[for Ramadan] we would have to develop a program for the short, mid, and
long ranges.
The program of which the Counselor spoke had to due with budgeting, festive
planning, and proper execution. But there is also an issue that could not surface
in this debate.

Some members of the PP, and more generally in their
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constituency, believe that the rapid ascendance of musulmanes to power could
mean that Ceuta will be more and more like Morocco—an idea captured in the
commonly used word, “marroquinizar” (literally, to make more Moroccan).
Therefore, the issue was not about religion.

The defense of Christmas as

tradition is something that most musulmanes would accept as appropriate. The
problem goes back to the widespread fear of losing the Spanishness of Ceuta,
which is the centerpiece of the argument against the Moroccan government’s
desire to recover the exclave. Because the UDCE is not within the established
norm of Spanish political parties (that is, a local party is acceptable if it
represents ceutíes, not just musulmanes), they become a local proxy for the
dangers presented by the state of the neighboring country. For many cristianos,
sharing of celebrations in the past between the two communities and today’s
local convivencia do not translate into the changing of traditions at the
institutional level.
Of course, the UDCE sees the consequences of this debate completely
differently. If cristianos want to make viable today the remembered convivencia
of old times,14 then mutual celebrations of each other’s religions must be
unequivocally endorsed by the local government.

This incident created a

sentiment among people affiliated with the UDCE that the PP executive did not

14

It is important to keep ion mind that the “convivencia of old times” is a projection of the idea of
convivencia into a time when musulmanes did not have the right to citizenship and there were
many cristianos who were poor alongside musulmanes.
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intend to carry out even the simplest of actions to bridge the social or economic
gap between musulmanes and cristianos.

Indeed, the conflict avoidance so

often practiced by cristianos and musulmanes reached its limits in the Assembly.
The surprise and disbelief that musulmanes expressed before this and other
similar incidents led many to reconsider the possibility of being a party of all
ceutíes. Addressing the UDCE’s need to recruit more cristianos into the party, a
party official explained,
We feel caged, what am I supposed to do? Keep reaching out to
cristianos when the PP continues to cause harm to musulmanes and no
one says anything! What will the musulmanes that support us every day
think? We have to make politics that favors the most marginalized in this
city.
Although the UDCE has not given up its hopes to become a party of all ceutíes,
the political strategy of repeating motions and refusing to back down on those
issues that most marked them as a party of a Muslim persuasion led to an
increase of interventions that defended musulmanes.
During the month of Ramadan the following year (2004), the government
put up a sign that read “Happy Ramadan” in the Central Market. However, that
was the only visible decoration in El Centro.

When Christmas celebrations

began a few weeks later, the same area was much more illuminated. Various
musulmanes on the streets felt that further insisting on the issue of
ornamentation was a lost cause. When I asked Lanhacen, a young musulmán
that lives near the Central Market, he said, “That is the just the way things work
in this city.

What do you expect from this government?”

Yet Mustafa, a

musulmán involved in neighborhood politics in Principe Alfonso, was pleased that
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lighting was increased in his area and accepted the segregation of
commemorative lighting, “…this where we live, right?”
The UDCE quickly learned many lessons about their place in local politics.
The following year they once again presented an urgent motion asking that more
lights be put throughout the city, but this time they settled for the executive’s
explanation that festivities had already been planned for the month of Ramadan.
The UDCE withdrew their motion because party leaders knew that the
assessments of Mustafa and Lanhacen were both correct. The UDCE expected
little from the executive, and they learned that no matter how hard they tried, in
Ceuta their politics would remain of Muslim persuasion.
Nevertheless, the UDCE did not think that they had changed their political
agenda in favor of musulmanes; they still considered themselves a party open to
all ceutíes. Meanwhile, the neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal continued to show
up in requests made by the UDCE in the Assembly. Over a two-year period,
there were ten interventions asking for the housing conditions of the neighbors to
be improved and regularized under urbanistic conventions.

The executive

defended itself by arguing that the irregular nature of the housing resulted in
longer than usual bureaucratic delays. The UDCE and the PP’s Counselor of
Housing worked rigorously to solve the problem, but their efforts did not come
soon enough for the affected neighbors. One day, an affected family of four (one
young man, two young women—one of them pregnant—and their elderly mother)
arrived in the Assembly Hall minutes after President Vivas had opened the
session.

They began shouting that their rights had been violated and they
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wanted to live under normal conditions. A scuffle broke out as the police tried to
wrestle the family out of the Assembly Hall.

Not conscious that President’s

microphone was still on, the Vice President turned to Vivas and asked him why
was Mohamed Ali not doing anything to stop them. Vivas replied that he was not
doing anything because he was the one that encouraged them.
Local police quickly detained the family, but no charges were filed after the
President promised to meet with them the next morning to explain what the
executive had done to address their situation. Later during the course of the
assembly session, the PP’s Counselor of Housing explained that both she and
Ali had tried to dissuade the family from coming into the Assembly Hall, but they
had not listened. In response, the President insisted that his executive would not
bend to the will of the disorderly. The ambiguity of his statement, which still
allowed for the possibility that the UDCE was responsible for such tactics,
infuriated Ali who interrupted the President to protest his presumed allegations.
Midway through their first political term the UDCE was faced with many
difficult political decisions, all of which were concerned with the future direction of
their party. Some things had gone as planned. The creation of a party youth
organization had successfully recruited many young musulmanes, and even a
few cristianos, and assured the political continuity of the party in the future. The
party had also been quite diligent in extending their accessibility outside the
doors of the Assembly with planned picnics and other special events.
Regardless, in many other ways the party had not been as innovative as they
had planned because they were still the party of musulmanes. Despite their
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efforts, the UDCE had almost come full circle to the ideological beginnings of
Mizzian’s PDSC. In fact, they soon began presenting joint motions with Mizzian.
As we will explore in the next chapter, the political life of musulmanes and
cristianos outside the Assembly would definitely negate the possibility of the
UDCE being anything other than of Muslim persuasion.
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CHAPTER 6
CONTESTING DIFFERENCE THROUGH DISCOURSES OF
(IN)EQUALTITY
In this chapter, I explore discourses of equality and inequality in everyday life,
public rituals, and institutional politics—what I generally refer to as the politics of
difference. Through these discourses not only are the relationships between
musulmanes and cristianos at stake, but also the fundamental means through
which convivencia as social ideal can be achieved. Whereas in the previous
chapter I restricted my analysis of the political game to Ceuta’s Assembly, here I
expand the ethnographic scope to include the flow of political discourses in other
public rituals and everyday interactions. First, I explore the social spaces and
political places that mediate how ceutíes experience the institutional politicization
of convivencia in the every day.

Second, I describe the performances of a

musical group during Ceuta’s 2005, 2006, and 2007 carnivals in order to
understand how these events ignited fierce debates about racism and
convivencia among politicians and the general population. Finally, I discuss how
ceutíes narratives of Spanish constitutional equality and of social integration
shape the fundamental ideological pillars through which ceutíes contest their
convivencia.

Locating the Politics of Difference in Everyday Life
In chapter 4, I explored convivencia in everyday life from two different
perspectives. As an outsider looking in, I used census and anecdotal data to
draw some conclusions about inequalities and daily interactions between
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musulmanes and cristianos. Then, I analyzed how the concept of convivencia
allows ceutíes to differently order past interactions between cristianos and
musulmanes.
Here I want to consider again the issue of everyday life, but now in relation
to the institutional politics that I explored in the previous chapter, where I argued
that the UDCE’s position as the main party of the opposition since 2003 has
added an important institutional political dimension to questions of convivencia.
However, like many things related to institutional politics, what happens in the
Assembly is neither always relevant to all ceutíes nor is it exclusively relevant to
the political representatives involved in governmental processes. In other words,
political headlines in Ceuta do not always significantly affect all ceutíes, yet
sometimes those headlines are a redundant summary of things that every ceutí
seems to know already. How then, should we ethnographically approach the
question of everyday life vis-à-vis institutional politics?
J. Lowell Lewis (1999) points out that anthropologists tend to see
everywhere in society the subject of their study. Indeed, I tried very hard during
my research to bring up questions about politics with individuals everywhere I
went. Occasionally, I would stumble onto ongoing political conversations, but
most of the time I pushed my research agenda onto social interactions. This is
not to say that conversations about city politics would not occur if I were not
there.

What I want to make clear is that in gathering my data about how

institutional politics figure into ceutíes’ everyday life, I tried to bring order to what
constituted “everyday life” for ceutíes by constantly asking questions about
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politics.

This approach was quite different from the one I use to research

convivencia in chapter 4. There, convivencia is in many ways synonymous with
everyday life because the “coexistence” implied in the concept belongs to the
realm of the every day.

In this chapter, everyday life contrasts with the

institutional politicization of convivencia by political parties in the Assembly, and
everyday life becomes ordinary by virtue of not being as extraordinary as
institutional politics.
However, rather than simply creating a rigid distinction between
convivencia in institutional politics and everyday life by defining the latter by what
is not former, I want to approach what Lewis calls “the problem of everyday life”
in a manner that explains how the institutional politicization of convivencia
differently figures into ceutíes lives. Lewis argues that anthropologists should
use the category of “everyday life” as a residual category because it brings “order
to a field only because they are repositories for whatever is left over in that field”
(1999:540). He warns us that using everyday life as a focal category1 runs the
danger of bringing “a sense of comfort, or an apparent order, concealing the
underlying chaos” (Lewis 1999:540). Lewis encourages anthropologists to think
about everyday life in relation to the extraordinary events through which people
(including anthropologists) construct the category of everyday life.

1

For example, Lewis critiques studies of violence and sex in everyday life carried out in Brazil.

242

I agree with his assessment, and I want to consider how ceutíes
experience institutional political debates in their every day, regardless of the
calculated performance of politicians in the Assembly. My aim is to explore what
happens in the Assembly in relation to the everyday life of ceutíes rather than as
a theatrical performance of ideologues operating in a political vacuum.

It is

therefore important to distinguish how ceutíes “residing” in that residual category
of everyday life differently experience institutional politics.
Of course, what happens in the Assembly does not equally affect the lives
of all ceutíes. Taking an example from the previous chapter, when the UDCE
first asked for infrastructural improvements for the neighbors of Fuerte
Mendizabal in 2003, most ceutíes did not believe that it affected their lives; in
fact, most ceutíes were not informed about it because the motion was not
newsworthy. Months later, when the neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal showed up
to protest in the Assembly, more ceutíes took notice and formed opinions about
the events.
Still, most ceutíes were not deeply troubled by the incident because it
appeared to have fallen within their accepted range of social expectations for
musulmanes. Some musulmanes thought that the protest was understandable
given the poverty faced by most musulmanes near the border, and some
cristianos saw the event as an example of musulmanes’ unruliness.
Furthermore, there was no serious confrontation between parties of Muslim
persuasion and the PP (other than the initial accusation by President Juan Vivas
that Mohamed Ali was responsible for organizing the protest), and therefore the
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protest was not exactly proper to the political rivalry between the UDCE and PP.
The reason why the protest by the neighbors of Fuerte Mendizabal did not
trouble most ceutíes is that there was no serious threat to their social order.
Sure, the procedural order of the Assembly was disrupted, but the controversy
did not threaten generalized chaos among cristianos and musulmanes.
In the next section of this chapter, I will discuss various political
controversies that did seem to be approaching feared social chaos. However,
before doing that, it is important to probe the political predispositions of ceutíes
by differentiating their various social spaces and political places. Social space
refers to a combination of factors that shape ceutíes’ political conceptualizations,
and political place refers to the locations where ceutíes experience and shape
issues related to institutional politics. Both of these generalizing categories are
meant to provide coordinates for the residual category of everyday life in relation
to politics in the Assembly.

The following description of social spaces and

political places is an ethnographic composite of data obtained through informal
interviews and my overall impression of ceutíes after months of daily interactions.

Social Spaces and Political Places
As shown in the first part of chapter 4, there are significant social spatial
differences between cristianos and musulmanes, but there are also important
divergences within each community.

The variables of time—manifested as

change within an individual’s lifetime and difference between generations—class,
and gender can serve to highlight the most important differences between and
within each community. Let us briefly consider these variations.
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During the time that I lived in Ceuta from 2004 to 2005, the threat of
change to the social order for cristianos came from the mere existence of the
parties of Muslim persuasion.

In the past, musulmanes have threatened

cristianos’ social order by their upward economic mobility, acquisition of
citizenship in large numbers, or association with Morocco.

Of course, these

threats still exist, and they are at times compounded by the efforts of parties of
Muslim persuasion to impose their political will. However, a series of macrosociological factors have had a diversifying effect in how cristianos conceptualize
themselves in relation to musulmanes who threaten their social order.
Cristianos born after the 1978 establishment of the Spanish Constitution
have increasingly been able to look to the Peninsula as an escape from Ceuta.
One of the reasons for this escape has been the pursuit of higher education in
the neighboring province of Andalusia and other parts of Spain. In Ceuta, the
2001 census shows that in districts where cristianos are the overwhelming
majority, one in three students over the age of sixteen (who is not working) is
attending a school outside of Ceuta. This ratio is much lower for areas that are
almost exclusively inhabited by musulmanes, where the ratio is one in ten (INE
2001). If one factors into this equation the lack of professional opportunities for
young professionals in Ceuta, then there is little reason for many young
cristianos to see a future for themselves in the city.

These educational and
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economic factors result in drastically different conceptualizations of local politics
among young cristianos. Many leave and begin to look at Ceuta as an insular
spectacle, something to lament about from afar.2 This does not mean that they
do not care. A couple of university students from Madrid mourned the conflicts
between musulmanes and cristianos.

However, they took the position of

outsiders with an insider’s perspective about problems that do not personally
affect them or appear as insignificant when compared to the grand social
problems of cities like Seville, Granada, or Madrid.
Cristianos that stay in the city take local political concerns more seriously,
and they often speak about conflicts between musulmanes and cristianos as
being on the verge of violent outbreak. They are more likely to be on the lookout
for incidents that point to the strained, if not impossible, relationship between the
two communities. They often do not distinguish between the political and nonpolitical classes of musulmanes, and they see musulmanes that threaten the
social order as potentially violent actors. This is particularly true among lower to
middle class cristianos who have not spent much time outside of Ceuta. I sat in
many bars (usually during the early evening hours when it was easier to carry on
meaningful conversations) and talked to manual laborers, city employees, or
unemployed men who openly expressed their pessimism about the improvement

2

I had the opportunity to speak to many university students during Holy Week in 2005. Later, I
followed up with a few of them during my last week in Madrid.
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of relationships between the two communities. Many were sure that the danger
of violent conflict was real, and they expressed their willingness to defend
themselves.3
Cristianos in Ceuta with a college education often have an alternative
vision of the violent threat of musulmanes. They tend to emphasize the idea that
musulmanes amount to a social failure, and they express this notion with
knowledge gained in higher education. For example, they cite socioeconomic
indicators, especially those related to education, in order to express the
hopelessness of musulmanes ever being integrated into society. Like students in
the Peninsula, many of these cristianos distance themselves from the politics of
difference in the Assembly. However, although they take city politics lightly, few
completely disassociate themselves from what goes on in the city.
Cristianos who have retired in Ceuta with high ranks from the military also
present a degree of dissociation from city politics. Although in Ceuta there are
many musulmanes in the lower ranks, cristianos dominate the higher ranks.4 I
only spoke to a small number of men from this sector, and they were not too
interested in the affairs of local politicians. Instead, they appeared to be more

3

One could argue that cristianos who are low wage earners or unemployed are more likely to find
competition among poor musulmanes, but I simply did not find evidence to support that argument.
The only exception might be in the informal construction sector where some musulmanes are
willing to work for lower wages. However, labor unions are strong in Ceuta and cristianos did not
appear to be underrepresented in the major construction sites around the city (which I visited).
4
Of course, high-ranking officials are from throughout Spain, so their local overrepresentation in
high ranks is not evidence of discrimination.
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concerned with the threat that Morocco poses to Ceuta. This does not mean that
they are unconcerned with the changes implied by the politics of difference. In all
four extended conversations that I had with retired military men, they spoke
about the difference between musulmanes of the past and those of today. In line
with the colonial relationships of the past, they admired the noble and
subservient Moroccans of the countryside and rejected the unruly musulmanes of
the present.
Gender also plays a role in ways cristianos differently experience the
politics of difference in everyday life. Cristianas consistently emphasized their
concerns and disapproval of the subordination of women among musulmanes.
Of course, similarly to cristianos, they attributed the subordination of
musulmanes to the underdevelopment, marginalization, or backwardness of
musulmanes or Islam itself. However, they were less likely to talk about the
inevitable conflict between the two communities.
Despite these differences among cristianos, the common thread that runs
in their conceptualization of local politics is that musulmanes are the primary
source of social instability. Obviously, this is quite different from the conceptual
premises from which musulmanes engage local politics. For musulmanes, social
conflict is a possible outcome if the socioeconomic marginalization of their
community continues. They simply do not see their own community as one that
incites conflict.

Even when many musulmanes concede the presence of

traffickers of drugs or unregulated goods across the border in their community,
most musulmanes still think that the bad actions of a few should not amount to a
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condemnation of all. Still, there are also notable differences among musulmanes
in how they think about the institutional politicization of convivencia.
The most significant of these differences is the one between those
musulmanes that understand differences between musulmanes and cristianos as
a politically negotiable process and those who no difference between local
politics and the historical-colonial domination of musulmanes by cristianos.
Those that understand the differences between cristianos and musulmanes as a
politically negotiable process tend to have achieved modest financial success as
merchants or acquired a college education. In addition, musulmanes who have
had political experience through neighborhood associations or labor union also
see the politics of difference as belonging to the local Assembly. In this outlook,
musulmanes show awareness of and strategize about the means through which
governmental resources should be distributed to improve socioeconomic
conditions among musulmanes.5
On the other hand, I talked to many musulmanes in marginal
neighborhoods that mainly understand the interactions between cristianos and
musulmanes as the historical subordination of one group by another.

That

subordination is accepted by few, passively rejected by most, and occasionally
resisted through violent means by restless youth in marginalized neighborhoods.

5

I found that some merchants were, in fact, mostly interested in improving the economy for their
own financial successes; but they would still mention the need to improve conditions for all
musulmanes.
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However, many musulmanes in marginal neighborhoods do not conceptualize
their subordination within a political ideology that aims to achieve convivencia
through institutional politics.

Surely, nearly a century of disenfranchisement

accounts for most musulmanes lack of “formal” ideological strategizing when it
comes to resolving the socioeconomic differences between musulmanes and
cristianos. I also found that many musulmanes simply see the conflicts of the
PDSC and UDCE in the Assembly as no different from the discrimination that
they have experienced over the years in their everyday lives.

This is why

musulmanes voted overwhelmingly for the UDCE and PDSC in the 2003 and
2007 elections. Despite the efforts of the UDCE to transgress ethnic-religious
boundaries, many of their constituents see the UDCE as carrying the battle for
musulmanes in the margins.
Unfortunately, my experiences with

Muslim

women,

very

young

musulmanes, and older musulmanes were very limited; so I cannot report with
any certainty how gender or age factor into how they experience local politics in
everyday life.

Of the eight musulmanas with whom I had extensive

conversations, only two were not involved in city politics. All seemed to think
about intercommunity relationships as a politically negotiable process and not
much differently than their male counterparts. They did not speak about gender
inequality in relations to the politics of difference, but they defend themselves
from general accusations by cristianos of musulmanes being sexists.

One

musulmana, however, did recognize that musulmanes were sexists and needed
to be more “liberal;” but that did not prevent her from working hard to improve
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socioeconomic conditions among “her people” (musulmanes).

The most

interesting commonality among these understudied groups of young, old, and
female musulmanes was that they all mentioned Islam as an important influence
in their need to serve the poor. Since my overall research design did not address
the role of religion in politics, institutional or everyday life, it would be interesting
to follow the leads obtained in these few interviews in future research.
Now, I would argue that one of the reasons that I did not meet a diverse
group of musulmanas or musulmanes at either end of the age spectrum is that
these groups generally do not have access to political places where they can
experience local politics in everyday life.6 On one occasion, I had the opportunity
to sit down with a group of teenage musulmanes (all boys in their late teens) that
were on the verge of dropping out of school. A close cristiano friend, who is also
their teacher, facilitated the meeting. When I asked them about some of the
problems in Ceuta between musulmanes and cristianos, they had a very difficult
time speaking about the issues in a manner that tied them to the politics of
difference.

6

Several informants, including musulmanes and a cristiana who had close relationships with
other musulmanas, explained that the separation of space between men and women in the
Muslim community is certainly real. Rosander (1991) found such divisions in her research. For
the 2007 elections, half of the UDCE’s twenty-five candidates were women, which was much
more than any other party of Muslim persuasion had presented in the past. However, this does
not mean that conversations about local politics are not sex segregated among most
musulmanes. Again, more research is needed to answer this question.

251

For example, they described what happens when police randomly stop
musulmanes to search for drugs, but they did not use the word racism. They
simply acknowledged that such problems existed, and occasionally asserted that
they should not happen (e.g., musulmanes and cristianos should not fight). My
cristiano friend later explained that they really were not conscious or interested in
the issues that I wanted to discuss. However, upon careful study of our meeting,
I concluded that they did show awareness of the problems I asked about, but
they were not willing7 or able to elaborate about things that obviously affect their
everyday lives. I later asked my friend if these young men even spoke of such
issues in school, he replied that they did not. He also thought that it was not
likely their parents were politically socializing them at home.
The manner in which these young men spoke about political issues was
very similar to the many conversations that I had with other politically
disenfranchised musulmanes of all ages. A plausible explanation for this noninterest in local politics is that years of isolation as non-citizens have prevented
the development of a widespread political ideology proper to musulmanes. If all
eligible musulmanes voted for the UDCE, then they could easily rival the PP in
local elections. Nonetheless, I still think that the problem faced by musulmanes
is not one of political awareness. As I mentioned above, musulmanes who do

7

Perhaps the presence of their teacher or me being a stranger did not give them the security to
fully express themselves.

252

not conceptualize differences between musulmanes and cristianos as a politically
negotiable process still think about their overall subordination in Ceuta. They are
well aware of their problems with the local police, unemployment, and poverty.
Instead, I found that, besides historical marginalization, another significant
impediment to formation of an ideological coherence of musulmanes is one of
access to places in which they can informally think about and elaborate upon
local political affairs.8
Political places are important because they provide a space in which
ceutíes bring together different conceptualization of local politics and transform
those conceptualizations into coherent political ideologies. Ceutíes create
political places by repeatedly using particular sites for conversations about local
and national politics. These places exist throughout the city, but not all places
endure as political places nor do they have the same capacity to affect Ceuta’s
social and political order. Some are as informal as a public park, and others are
as formal as the offices of a political party.

Two factors distinguish political

places in Ceuta: first, the social accessibility of musulmanes or cristianos to any
given place; and second, the specificity with which people discuss any given
political issue. Although the concept of political place is my own categorical
construction for ordering how ceutíes experience the politics of difference in

8

I use the word “impediment” in this sentence because I am assuming that the ideologies of the
PDSC and UDCE are a better option for musulmanes who do not profess a particular ideology. I
will return to this assessment in the conclusion.
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everyday life, I cannot overstate its ethnographic importance. Political places are
critical for understanding the interrelatedness that exists between institutional
politics, everyday life, and ceutíes conceptions of equality and inequality.
Let me give an example to illustrate the importance of a political place.
During the course of my fieldwork, I visited Luis’ office building to talk about
poverty in Ceuta and observe interactions among government workers and
patrons. Luis is a cristiano in his early thirties, is a social worker, and part-time
student at the local commuter college. His interest in poverty coincides with his
work and research, which deals with poverty among musulmanes in Ceuta. His
office is on the second floor of a government building in a discrete and out of the
way neighborhood outside El Centro.

He shares his office with three other

workers, and they often engage in conversations and collaborate in their work
throughout the day.
On my first visit to Luis’ office, he gave an extensive and elaborate answer
to my general questions about poverty among musulmanes.

He mentioned

many of the factors that I discussed in the first part of chapter 4 because he also
used the Spanish census for his study.

However, during the course of the

conversation he emphasized the high school drop out rate among musulmanes
as the most important obstacle for integration. He explained that musulmanes “in
search of that primary identity, of their country of origin” go to Koranic schools
and learn via memorization instead of critical or significant thinking as they would
within the “normal” education system. “Besides, the variant of Arabic that they
speak, what is known as Dariya, is not a formal language.” Luis explained that
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musulmanes who spoke Dariya suffered from subtractive bilingualism, which he
defined as the inability of a bilingual speaker to learn Castilian due to the
negative influence of Dariya. In this example, several factors make Luis’ office
an important political place.
First, his office is an open space for those that work there to discuss
issues that are of importance to musulmanes within a professional setting. No
musulmanes work in that office, which allows cristianos the freedom to
generalize about musulmanes in a manner that they would not if a musulmán
worked there.9 The familiarity of the group and the routine of work allow for a
comfortable environment in which Luis could so casually discuss these issues
with me.
Second, Luis’ discourse about subtractive bilingualism was not unique to
our conversation.

I heard other educators and government bureaucrats in

different contexts (political places) give the same explanation for musulmanes’
failure in early education. In fact, this bit of knowledge can be traced back to M.
Inmaculada Ramírez Salguero’s (1997) research on musulmanes and education.
Ramírez is a professor at the local commuter university and is a serving member
of Ceuta’s PSOE. She argues in her study that “the only possible integration [of

9

In chapter 4, I gave an example of a musulmana who worked in a government office, and
cristianos in that office would talk about musulmanes openly while she was there. Although he
would not speak despairingly about musulmanes in front of her, it does show that sometimes the
presence of musulmanes is not enough to prevent cristianos from giving “expert” advise about
musulmanes socioeconomic condition.
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musulmanes] can come from the improvement of the socio-economic position
and the proper learning of the language of the host country” (Ramírez Salguero
1997:48).10

Although Luis did not exactly replicate Ramirez’s argument, it

became obvious to me that her ideas were well disseminated through Ceuta’s
professional class, especially those in the education and social services sectors.
Third, the issue of bilingualism in Ceuta was at the time of our
conversation a divisive issue in Ceuta’s Assembly. The UDCE had proposed in
their campaign for the 2003 election some form of official acknowledgement of
the Arabic language. Furthermore, the issue would become even more politically
sensitive several months later when the UDCE began to push several bilingual
initiatives and the official recognition of Arabic in the drafting of Ceuta’s new
statute of autonomy. The argument used by the parties and citizens opposed to
the UDCE’s proposal were quite similar to Luis’ argument.

So Luis’ office

becomes a political place because it carries a degree of institutional and
professional legitimacy vis-à-vis a political issue that has currency in the
Assembly and in everyday life.

When musulmanes discuss similar issues

together, they are not likely to employ discourses that have corresponding
discourses in socially hegemonic domains of knowledge.

10

According to the International Encyclopedia of Linguistics, “subtractive bilingualism” simply
refers to the replacement of a native language with a second language (Hakuta, et al. 2005). I
have not found any other evidence in the linguistic anthropological or linguistic literature to
support the phenomenon described by Luis.
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I will return to the debate of bilingualism below, but for now, I want to
emphasize how political places differently help ceutíes make sense of the politics
of difference in Ceuta. If we were to chart political places on a spectrum, we
would see that on both ends there are places that are exclusively available to
either musulmanes or cristianos. Essentially, these extremes are inaccessible
private places that exist in a segregated city. In the middle, we would chart
political places that are accessible to everyone. Of course, even in public places
where everyone can attend, musulmanes and cristianos are not equally
represented (recall the example from the historical conference presented in
chapter 2). There are more and greater varieties of places where cristianos
engage in political talk, which follows from the drastic socioeconomic and
infrastructural inequalities between the two communities. Outside of the political
offices of the UDCE, I did not find places where musulmanes spoke about issues
pertaining to the politics of difference as I found in Luis’ office.
The other aspect of political places that we must consider is the specificity
with which ceutíes discuss issues related to the politics of difference.

By

“specificity,” I mean not only how elaborate a conversation about an issue might
be, but also how closely an issue is discussed in relation to musulmanes and
cristianos. In most political places, explicit conversations of an ideological nature
about the politics of difference do not carry on for extensive time. Even in a city
where the majority of cristianos vote for the PP, it is still difficult to find cristianos
undertake a conversation about politics open to all within earshot. However, the
most important observation to note about such abbreviated conversations by
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cristianos is the frequent use of the phrases “certain collective” or “determined
collective” to refer to musulmanes. Although there is never any question of which
collective is in question, the immediate intention is the avoidance of a
conversation that directly acknowledges the existence of a conflictive
environment.

In more formal and public conversations, it prevents negative

economic and social descriptors—such as poor and marginalized—to be
explicitly tied to musulmanes. The effect is subtle, and through this discursive
practice, cristianos normalize the problematic nature of musulmanes in these
political places.
Interestingly, for cristianos the specificity with which the politics of
difference are discussed change as they move from private to public political
places. A loose adaptation of Bauman’s (1986:6) list of “prominent situational
factors of performance” to this process helps elucidate the differences of these
two groups. First, cristianos differently deploy identities in private and public
places. In private, they speak as cristianos, and in public, they shed the indexing
of a cristiano identity in favor of one that is potentially inclusive of all the people in
Ceuta—including ceutíes, Spaniards, or members of a political party (that is not
of Muslim persuasion, of course).

Consequently, a public political place is

presumably open to all ceutíes; that is, cristianos discuss the specifics of political
issues in a manner that divorces them the cristiano/musulmán binary. “Citizens,”
not “cristianos” and “musulmanes,” are the assumed subjects.
Second, in private places cristianos consistently denounce the premises
for the politics of difference and resented having to formulate political arguments
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in terms of “cristianos versus musulmanes.” However, in public political places
they do not question or denounce the fact that musulmanes and cristianos are
opposed on particular issues. Instead, they engaged the politics of difference
through arguments that fall within the norm of Spanish liberal democracy:
constitutionality, integration of socioeconomically marginalized sectors, or a
denouncement of the ethnic nature of parties of Muslim persuasion (see chapter
5).
Musulmanes usually do not, or cannot, make similar changes when
moving from private to public political spaces. First, we have seen over the
course of this dissertation the nearly impossible task of musulmanes of escaping
their identities as musulmanes. When musulmanes speak publicly, they do so as
musulmanes seeking to be included as full citizens. Public political spaces may
be similarly open to all ceutíes, but for musulmanes they are open to primarily
remedy the marginalized condition of musulmanes in Ceuta. Therefore, they
cannot discuss the marginalization of their community as one political issue
among many.

Second, for musulmanes, their expression of the politics of

difference remains the same as they move from private to public political places.
The only difference might be a slight variation in how musulmanes explain the
state of convivencia: in private, convivencia does not exist, and in public,
convivencia is on the brink of collapsing or something that ceutíes still have not
achieved.
I have tried to bring some conceptual order to how ceutíes differently
experience the institutional politicization of convivencia in everyday life. Although
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conceptually limited, I have employed the categories of social space and political
places in order to partially answer the question of “whose everyday life?”
Ultimately, however, it is only possible to understand everyday life in relation to
the politics of difference by exploring the extraordinary events that do not belong
to the every day. When events threaten Ceuta’s social order, the social norms
that apply to how ceutíes talk about the politics of difference change. For brief
periods, the politicization of convivencia takes center stage, and ceutíes talk
about racism, equality, and convivencia with unusual candor.

Discourses of Racism in Carnival
Act I
When I arrived at Maria’s house for a family dinner, she told me that she had
something I needed to see. Maria, a student in Granada who would frequently
return to Ceuta to visit her family, is an avid follower of Ceuta’s festive traditions.
She explained that although I had seen the parade celebrated during Ceuta’s
carnival, I had not really experienced its musical traditions. She showed me a
video of the 2005 chirigotas, the humorous musical groups that compete in a citysponsored event during carnival festivities that take place at the end of February
and beginning of March. These chirigotas, the least formal of carnival musical
groups, are responsible for the composition of lyrics that celebrate Ceuta’s
people and traditions, but also engage in political and social satire. I had often
talked with Maria about convivencia and the political issues affecting the city, so
she insisted that I needed to see the video in order to understand “the truth about
Ceuta.”
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The video, recorded days before, was not of the whole competition and
only included a few chirigotas. One was by a group that called themselves “Los
Galacticos,” and played off the theme of the movie “Planet of the Apes.” The
premise is of a group of monkeys that gets captured, sent to space, and return to
Ceuta as intelligent primates. According to Maria, the song that I was supposed
to pay attention to made use of the original animal hierarchy in the movie where
the gorillas were violent and the chimps (or monkeys in this case) were the
intellectuals. The following lyrics were set to the rhythm of a “paso doble:”
My children, my children, my children
if I have the opportunity,
I am going to matriculate them
in schools where there are few gorillas.
And when they are of age,
I have to prepare them
so that they don’t ever mix with gorillas.
My children
will go to the Conservatory
and to the Language Institute
because in those places there are no gorillas.
Because I know the ideal environment
to raise my children,
and to educate them the way God wants [the way they are supposed to].
It is very clear the gorillas never adapt
to our way of life in the occidental world.
And I say that if a gorilla doesn’t give it [stab] to you when you come in,
They will give it [stab] to you when you go out.
Still, the gorillas in Ceuta are necessary,
with a basket going around the city a thousand times,
in the house cleaning,
or in a vending stand with seasoned meat.
I don’t want to think about
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when the gorillas are the majority,
and this city is no longer the same.
Then it will be the time to realize,
without giving it more thought,
that it is the fault of the damned racism.
As the video of Los Galacticos rolled, I struggled not to appear so
surprised about what I was witnessing. Up until this point, I had painstakingly
searched for the public places around the city in which I could get cristianos to
speak so frankly about musulmanes. Outside the confines of a bar on a late
night, such blatantly disparaging remarks about musulmanes were made in the
privacy of homes or whispered in public. However, here it was, broadcasted in
public television for everyone in Ceuta to see. Maria said during the song, “You
see?” According to Maria, this chirigota was openly stating what cristianos would
not dare say in many other places throughout the city, albeit disguised by the
metaphor of chimps versus gorillas that was impossible to misinterpret.
Another chirigota appeared on the video dressed like the prostitutes that
walk the backstreets of El Centro. These women are all musulmanas, and most
are from Morocco. The members of the chirigota called themselves “Las Cariño
Mio” (“My Darlings”), which is a play on the expression used by the prostitutes to
greet their clientele.

This group was more direct in their political attacks.

However, the attacks against the leaders from the PP and PSOE did not include
a general insult to cristianos. The group dedicated a whole song to ridiculing the
politics of Mustafa Mizzian and the PDSC. They began by objecting to the tactics
of the party, particularly what they perceive as accusations of racism through
“legal posturing.” They then rhetorically questioned how Mizzian could ever be
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elected to the Assembly. They reasoned that his election is the result of a “dumb
part of the people [of Ceuta], that confuse religion with patriotism.” As I watched
their performance, Maria explained that this criticism should not come as a
surprise because Mizzian has in the past denounced police forces (both local
and national) and the composer, Jorge Pérez, and several members of this
chirigota are local policemen.
Mizzian,
I respect the musulmán
that respects this city
and that obeys the laws of every citizen.
Mizzian,
stop trying to claim
that we speak Arabic and not Castilian in Ceuta.
Mizzian,
that history is now old
between Moors and Christians.
Better protect your flock
from coward bastards
with criminalist ideas.
If for saying what I think,
I am proud
to be called a racist.
The serious and valiant tone of the chirigota elicited a huge roar from hundreds
of spectators that packed the Siete Colinas Theater.
Las Cariño Mio continued their performance with other references to the
influence of musulmanes in the city. For example, in one song the prostitute
characters claim that they feel like they are in Tetuan (a Moroccan city south of
Ceuta) because there are so many musulmanes and Moroccans walking
throughout the city. Their final song, in which the chirigota was out of prostitute
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character, began with a slightly serious tone and announced that they wanted to
declare “several truths.” The chorus of the song lamented, “Ceuta is every day
less Spanish and more mistreated.” They hoped that someday the first child
born New Year’s Day would be name “Jose” and not have a Muslim/Arabic
name. The last verse was partially sung in character (as musulmanas) when the
prostitutes express happiness about the local government’s program to
financially assist musulmanes in purchasing a yearling sheep for sacrifice in the
Muslim holiday of Eid el-Kbir; and followed with the line “…out with racism…and
inequalities.”

Immediately, and within the same final verse, they fall out of

character (as cristianos) again and ask the government to also “distribute ham”
(specifically “black foot” ham, which is considered of high quality) and “gift
[people with] nougat when Christmas comes.”
A couple of weeks after the end of Ceuta’s 2005 Carnival, I sat in Jorge’s
living room talking to a group of five other cristiano friends that had come
together for dinner. We talked and joked about many topics. At some point late
in the evening, Elena asked what everyone had thought about the chirigotas.
Jorge said that the costumes were very well done, especially the ones who
dressed up as the monkeys.

Elena then rhetorically asked if perhaps the

chirigotas had been a little too rough with the songs about musulmanes. Jorge
replied, “yes, to be truthful, they were a little too rough.” Miguel hesitated, and
said, “Well…no, no I don’t think so. What happens is that people don’t really
understand what it is that chirigotas are saying. They [now refereeing to Los
Galacticos] are not being racists, they are making fun of the whole situation.”
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Jorge, who does not really care much to talk politics, at least not during the times
that I spent with him (and he knew of my research interests in local politics), said,
“Oh, come on, what about the whole thing with the prostitutes?” Miguel replied
“No, no, no…you see, that was funny because it is an indirect form of criticizing
things that are really happening in this city.” Jorge seemed satisfied with, or
really did not care that much about, Miguel’s answer.
Overall, it was difficult to process what I had seen in the video and the
manner in which the conversation evolved in this group of friends. The difficulty
came about because, coming from the United States and having a very clear
idea of what constitutes racism, the use of the concept in Ceuta appeared much
more ambiguous and contested than in the U.S.—or at least from my perspective
as someone who does not belong to the so-called “dominant culture” in the
U.S..11

The authors of the lyrics in the chirigotas must have known what they

meant when they wrote their songs, but there was some confusion amongst my
friends about what the lyrics meant. For example, it is difficult to know what Los
Galacticos meant when they said, “Then it will be the time to realize, without
giving it more thought, that it is the fault of the damned racism.” Were they
implying that they would realize too late that racism was the reason why the city
would change once the gorillas took over? Moreover, it was even more difficult

11

Whites in the U.S. often express a sense of confusion and frustration with the “politically
correct” language that they must use to avoid being labeled a racist.
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to understand if this was the argument that Miguel was using to defend the
chirigota. Or was Miguel simply saying that the chirigota was singing things that
were true about musulmanes and it was permissible because they were being
funny about it? What I am sure about is that after talking to more ceutíes about
the performance, it was clear that they took the end message of Los Galacticos
as being the same as that of Las Cariño Mio: that claims of racism by
musulmanes are nonsense, and cristianos are tired of the accusations. What is
also certain is that many cristianos took many of the negative things said about
musulmanes by Los Galacticos as truths, regardless of the chirigota’s intended
rhetorical effect.
Act II
Just under a year after the 2005 Carnival, the political relationship between the
PP’s executive and the UDCE had worsened. Leaders of the PP had grown tired
of the oppositions’ demands, and the UDCE began pushing more controversial
political issues. For example, a month before the 2006 Carnival, the UDCE had
sent a letter to the Danish Embassy in Spain asking them to “respect religious
values” after the controversial publishing of cartoons which depicted the Prophet
Mohamed, an unholy act in Islam. The cartoons caused an international outcry,
and a debate in Europe over the freedom of the press and religious tolerance.
The UDCE took the side of religious tolerance.
Two days after sending the letter to the Danish Embassy, the UDCE
initiated a campaign to protect the Arabic language in Ceuta. News surfaced that
the UDCE had directly petitioned J.L. Zapatero, Spain’s President, to incorporate
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Arabic as part of bilingual education for musulmanes in Ceuta’s schools. Around
the same time, regional-nationalist parties (from Basque Country and Catalonia)
in the Spanish parliament presented a proposal asking that Arabic be used as an
educational language in the city. The PP and PSOE in Ceuta expressed their
outrage at what they perceived as the interference of regional nationalist parties
in the affairs of Ceuta. The proposal was voted down in the national Assembly,
and the issue was once again relegated to local debate between the UDCE and
PP.
Meanwhile, there were additional problems between the UDCE and PP in
the local government’s commission in charge of drafting of a new statute of
autonomy for Ceuta, which included all parties in the Assembly per a unanimous
accord reached in 2005. The president of that commission, the chief advisor to
Ceuta’s president (a position filled by executive appointment), got into an
argument with a representative from the UDCE. The Counselor accused the
UDCE and PDSC of undermining the commission’s efforts and imperiling the
new statute by insisting on the constitutional protection of the Arabic language.
The UDCE decided to quit the commission unless the President removed the
Counselor from his post. The president refused, and the commission carried on
without the UDCE.
Over the weekend, the chirigotas once again took to a stage for the 2006
competition. Jorge Peréz’s chirigota, which had before taken up the characters
of Las Cariño Mio,” now came up with different characters of mischievous
adolescents that sang the following verses:
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They have made me a caricature of Christ
That does not look at all like mine
And my culture is not crazy
I went directly to a book of natural [science]
To see if the Turks
Are rational animals
I saw that those people are the same as bovine
And it clarified my doubt: they are all the same
My mother called me
And has told me to shut up
That I shouldn’t sing what nobody sings
Before I go, Hitler got it wrong
Here I am showing my face and without arms
I rather die on my feet than live on my knees.
Many ceutíes interpreted the reference to Hitler as meaning that he should have
killed Muslims and not Jews, and the reference to the Danish cartoon
controversy did not need interpretation.

The chirigota won first place in the

competition before an applauding audience that included many government
officials, including Ceuta’s president.
The following Monday, the UDCE publicly demanded that the Ministry of
Education and Culture require that all songs in Carnival be respectful of religious
and ethnic difference.

The Ministry was responsible for logistics, financing

(including prize money), and organizing of Carnival; but the government initially
rejected the idea that they played an important role in Carnival. The following
day, the UDCE presented a legal complaint against the Peréz chirigota. They
charged them with inciting racial hatred (a punishable crime in Spain) by implying
that Hitler should have gone after Muslims.

Furthermore, the UDCE called

attention to the fact that members of the group were local police officers. They
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demanded that the government immediately retrieve the first place prize.
However, the President responded that the matter was out of his hands.
Other political parties in the opposition joined in the criticism of the Perez
chirigota and the PP’s lack of action. Juan Luis Arostegui’s localist-socialist party
(that does not have representation in the Assembly) lamented in a press release
that the “Government of the city, which represents all ceutíes regardless of race
of religious creed, had sponsored, financed, and applauded a group whose
repertoire had been based in hate and xenophobia.” In similar fashion, Antonia
Palomo, leader of the PSOE, criticized the president for trying to please everyone
and not taking resolute action after the incident. That tumultuous week ended
with the news that the UDCE had made a political pact with Izquierda Unida
(“United Left” or IU), a party that has national representation.

The IU then

threatened to veto in the national Assembly any statute of autonomy for Ceuta
that did not seriously consider the UDCE’s proposals, including the protection of
Arabic.
The following week, the UDCE called for a protest “for convivencia and
against racism.”

They invited all political groups and organizations to join a

march that would traverse the city and end in El Centro. That call, however, was
not backed by any organizations except those already affiliated with the UDCE.
During the course of the week, the President Vivas finally suspended the first
place prize until the Peréz chirigota’s legal matters were resolved. At the same
time, political parties and the press began criticizing the protest, and more people
began to accuse the UDCE of using the whole situation to gain votes among
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musulmanes. The protest went on as planned, and several thousands showed
up for the event. After the crowds had dispersed, a group of teenage
musulmanes harassed cristianos on the streets, broke windows, and burglarized
several businesses that had closed for the day. This caused an additional wave
of criticism against the UDCE, who defended themselves by condemning the
vandalism and refusing to take responsibility for acts committed after the protest.
Three weeks after the chirigota made its infamous appearance, the
Assembly convened for its monthly plenary session.

Juan Vivas, Ceuta’s

president, and Mohamed Ali engaged in an unusually heated debate. Ali once
again criticized Vivas for his slow reaction to events that were “unprecedented in
the democratic history of this country.” He argued that the government had only
suspended the chirigota’s prize after learning that the government would be
included in the legal complaints made before the tribunals; furthermore, no one in
the government, including the Vice-Counselor of Feasts, who was the president
of the judging panel, had lost their job. Ali declared, “A great irreversible moral
damage has been done that will take a long time to heal” and told Vivas, “you are
the president of all ceutíes, if you are not offended by what has been sung then
you represent only a few.”
Infuriated, Vivas replied that the government had acted in accordance to
the law and their convictions, and the PP “has not at any moment pretended to
utilize this issue as party politics, like others have done.” He argued that neither
he nor his government had composed or sung the song, and they had not
chosen the judges for the competition. Vivas lamented that he had applauded in

270

that situation, but he defended himself by saying that he is usually the target of
most parodies and when he claps, it does not mean that he approves everything
that chirigotas say about him. At one point during the debate, he directed himself
at Ali and stated,
You have put at risk many things. I am not a racist. I firmly believe that all
people are equal, that all ceutíes are equal, and that when it is time to
distribute resources, those who need them most should be the first ones
to be attended…[I also believe] in the 14th article of the Magna Carta,
[which] is articulated in the Plaza of the Constitution. You have shot at the
wrong target.
Act III
By the time of the 2007 Carnival, the courts had not yet proceeded with the case
of the Peréz chirigota, and the group decided to go onstage once again. They
dressed up the previous year’s characters but with prison outfits. In their first
song, the group denounced their “censure,” pronounced that they were not
racists, and claimed that “liberty exists for a reason, and to sing we have the
carnivals.”

In another song, they accused the people of Ceuta and its

government of being cowards for leaving them out to hang the previous year. In
addition, they sang, “More cowards than the people and the government of the
people are the Moors that scare us so much. Government of a coward people,
keep the Moor happy, that they are looking in their own way to get you out of the
throne.”

After a couple of songs that made fun of current events and other

politicians, they returned to the “Moor.” The chorus line of a song asked, “Oh
fuck, oh fuck, why do they all [Moroccans] have to come to Ceuta.” Near the end
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of their performance, they teased every musulmán who had been offended the
previous year by singing the following verses:
I live with them,they are this way,
I live with them.
I live with them without living,
I live with them.
I live them,
I have them here.
With them I cannot say anything.
I live with them and they do not let me.
Their name start with “m”
[loud cheers from few members of the crowd]
And finishes with the letter “s”
And every time I talk to them,
They disgust me more and more.
[loud cheers from the crowd as the members of the chirigota signal them
to hold off their applause]
The “monkeys” are this way.
At the end of the song, the crowd again erupted into cheers and laughter. After
the last song, they received a standing ovation from the hundreds of spectators.
Government officials in attendance were the only ones to not stand up and clap.
They had decided that from that carnival on, they would not cheer for any groups
so as to not show support for the content of any songs. The Perez chirigota once
again received a first place prize in the competition.
A couple of weeks later, I telephoned a friend that is a member of the
UDCE. I asked him, “You find it offensive to be called a Moor, right?”
X: Yes, absolutely, me and every other musulmán in Ceuta.
absolutely offensive.
G: Then why didn’t you [UDCE] go after the chirigota this year?

It is
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X: You know Gabriel, what happens is, that we realized that every time we
went out to the public and said something about them, they would gain
more support and people would cheer them on. Can you believe that?
They became famous in Ceuta…A group of policemen that are supposed
to be in charge of protecting my wellbeing. We had to leave them alone.

Constitutional Equality and Social Integration
The performance of the Peréz chirigota in Ceuta’s carnivals from 2005 to 2007
corroborates what scholars of carnivals in southern Spain and rituals in general
have previously argued. First, the lyrics cited above are a good example of how
carnival is a medium through which social tensions are provocatively exposed
(Mintz 1997). When my friend, Maria, told me that I would “learn the truth about
Ceuta” by watching the videos, it was an indication that carnival was an
opportunity to see what she presumed most cristianos would not tell me. Of
course, I had heard negative comments about musulmanes in bars, but it took
me by surprise to see such performances broadcasted on local television.
It is also important to note that not only is there a symbolic inverse of
power between carnival participants and politicians, but there is also an assertion
of the existing dominant social order of cristianos over musulmanes and the
threat that musulmanes represent to that order.

Throughout the 1980s and

1990s,12 other groups made fun of musulmanes and their traditions. However,
with the ascension of parties of Muslim persuasion, the targeted “Moors” in the

12

Carnival was reinstituted in Ceuta in 1983 after Franco outlawed carnivals throughout Spain in
1936.
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songs now includes musulmanes who are in position of power. Sometimes the
lyrics do not distinguish between average musulmanes and those in the
Assembly. The Peréz chirigota does say that they respect any musulmán who
obeys the laws, but they also characterize anyone who voted for Mizzian as
ignorant and more generally characterize musulmanes as “Moors,” which is
hardly a show of respect to law-abiding musulmanes. In this way, chirigotas
appear to be resisting or fighting back against the “Moor,” even though most
musulmanes are the ones who are truly in a socio-economic disadvantage.
Second, taken together with the political turmoil that unfolded—and did not unfold
before and after 2006—carnival can be seen as ambiguously positioned in
relation to more formalized ideologies (Gilmore 1998).

The relevance of the

chirigotas to the politics of difference in the Assembly was not brought about by
an inherent quality of Ceuta’s carnival. Instead, the Perez chirigota was made
relevant to local politics because of its place in a chain of political events mostly
initiated by the UDCE. Furthermore, there are common ideological threads that
emerge from the dialectics of everyday life and institutional politics that made
themselves evident throughout the Perez chirigota controversy. Chief among
these threads are the ideals of constitutional equality and the integration of
musulmanes.
In Ceuta, the discourse of constitutional equality is tied to discourses of
racism.

Usually, musulmanes’ accusation or their presumed accusation of

racism against cristianos, is countered by crisitianos with talk about the “equality
of all Spaniards.” For example, when Las Cariño Mio asked the government to
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give away ham and nougat for Christmas, they were protesting what they saw as
the government’s preferential treatment towards musulmanes during their
religious holidays.

Their sense of indignation is also evident in their sharp

criticism of Mizzian. Because the members of the Peréz chirigota are police
officers, they are well aware of Mizzian’s political positions concerning the local
police. In one proposal brought to the Assembly, Mizzian asked for an increase
the number of musulmanes in the local police force.

Many cristianos

characterized his petition as affirmative action. In turn, all cristianos that I talked
to described affirmative action, which does not formally exist in Spain, as a
violation of constitutional equality. 13 They are also aware of the many motions
that he has presented over the years accusing the local police force of
discriminatory practices against musulmanes.

At the end of the song that

criticizes Mizzian, they reason that their calls for equality are fair, and they do not
care if someone calls them racists for saying so.
It is ironic that the Peréz chirigota ended one of their 2005 songs by
stating, “If for saying what I think, I am proud to be called a racist” because after

13

In Spain, there are laws and constitutional amendments that protect the equality of women.
However, most of these laws penalize proven discrimination, promote tolerant working
environment, and secure equal employment opportunities. One could consider that these
provisions are a form of affirmative action, but they are not formulated as laws that seek to
redress past discrimination by valuing diversity in it of itself. Nonetheless, Mizzian does not
consider his proposals to be a form of affirmative action. He insists that having police officers
who speak Arabic and have close ties musulmanes ought to be part of the job description for
those officers patrolling marginalized neighborhoods.
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the 2006 carnival the UDCE and musulmanes in general did call the Peréz
chirigota racist. Jorge Peréz did not appear proud before a barrage of press
coverage that included that national media. He declared that he was not a racist
and critics had taken his lyrics out of context.14

However, many prominent

cristianos in Ceuta’s government and media eventually followed the UDCE and
denounced the lyrics as racist but refused to address the possibility that racism
against musulmanes is a wide spread phenomenon in Ceuta. A group of citizens
wrote the following in the editorial section of a local newspaper.
We are a group of people that feel very outraged for the importance that a
group of musulmanes from Ceuta and people from the peninsula have
given to such a trivial matter like the chirigota.
We are tired of the cristianos always being the racists, the xenophobic
ones and blah, blah, blah…in the eyes of the rest of Spaniards. (El Faro,
March 8, 2006)
The letter continued to explain that the members of the chirigota were solely
responsible for their actions. Furthermore, whenever musulmanes committed
vandalism during Christian holidays, cristianos did not assume that all
musulmanes were the same. This letter resonates with what many cristianos told
me in private conversations. Usually, without my prompting, they would tell me
that musulmanes accuse cristianos of racism but that cristianos are not racist at
all. In fact, many would go on to explain that musulmanes are the true racists

14

Peréz argued that he did not mean that all Muslims were like animals, only those that kill in the
name of Islam. With regards to the reference about Hitler, he said that he simply meant to say
that what Hitler did to the Jews was wrong.
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because they favor their own and keep to themselves in peripheral
neighborhoods.
At the institutional level, the discourse against racism is different in form,
but similar in substance.

President Vivas defended himself against what he

perceived as Ali’s accusation of racism. During their heated exchange in the
Assembly, Vivas cited the Spanish Constitution.

The 14th article of the

Constitution reads as follows, “The Spanish are equal before the law, without
discrimination by reason of birth, race, sex, religion, opinion or any other
condition or social circumstance.”

The president did not concern himself with

addressing the question of racism other than to deny that he embraced it.
Instead, he assured Ali that he could not be a racist because he believed in the
14th article, and he made sure that his government distributed its resources to
those that needed it the most. Vivas had a problem with Ali’s pursuit of the
problem with the chirigotas because by speaking of racism, Ali was “risking”
turning Ceuta into a battleground between cristianos versus musulmanes. Like
many cristianos, Vivas denied racism and blamed Ali for potentially dividing the
city.
Now, it would be erroneous to assume that the President or the PP want
to maintain a social order in which musulmanes are subordinated. There simply
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is no evidence to support that claim.15 However, President Vivas does have a
problem with the UDCE, a political party that appears to represent only
musulmanes, challenging the existing social order. The PP and many ceutíes
feel the fight against racism or religious and cultural tolerance should be a civic
and educational concern, not one of party politics and ideology. As a member of
the PP explained, “we all [political parties] depart from a premise of equality and
mutual respect, regardless of culture or religious credence.”

In other words,

Vivas and his party were resisting the politics of difference at an institutional
level, for they perceive that their strong adherence to the principles of equality in
the constitution is the most effective way to counter racist ideologies.

This

ideological position makes sense if we take into account how cristianos
experience the politics of difference in political places, where the politics of
difference become more ambiguous as they move from a private to public
sphere.

Vivas, the PP, and most cristianos dismissed the generalized

accusations of racism by the UDCE, and sustained their dismissal by denouncing
the political grounds from where the UDCE makes its demands as a party of
Muslim persuasion—despite the fact that the UDCE has tried to get rid of the
label “of Muslim persuasion” (see chapter 5).

15

Of all the PP politicians that I talked to, only one appeared to be racist; but he was very careful
to not let that show during the interview.
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Like the PP, the leadership of Ceuta’s socialist parties and labor unions
refused to join Ali and the UDCE in the march against racism. The reasons given
to the press by these leaders were that the march could only raise tensions in the
city or they felt that the UDCE was trying to politically capitalize off the
controversy. So, even if the leaders of Ceuta’s Left did not join Ali in the march,
then what solution did they propose?

For the most part, representatives of

socialist parties called for forums of community and political leaders that could
study the problems of racism and inequality and propose concrete solutions.
Moreover, for most cristianos, on the political Left and Right, the integration of
musulmanes into society is the reasonable solution to the disparity between both
communities.
By integration, cristianos usually refer to the need of musulmanes to
adhere to Western values in order to be better educated and find jobs. However,
I found that what for cristianos constitutes an “integrated musulmán” is contingent
on factors that are quite malleable. For example, one of the questions that I
asked all cristianos during informal interviews was about what constituted
integration and how it could best be achieved. During the last few months of
2004, several cristianos, all educated middle class professionals, mentioned
Mohamed Ali as an example of a musulmán who was integrated. However, by
2005 the UDCE began pushing proposals in the Assembly that solidified its
status as a party of Muslim persuasion and politicized convivencia. The UDCE’s
insistence on bilingual education and the protection of the Arabic language were
the first issues out of the 2003-2007 governing period that caught the attention of
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most ceutíes. Consequently, the same cristianos who before had spoken of Ali
as an integrated musulmán, now saw him as a leader of musulmanes. One
cristiana insisted that Ali was an integrated musulmán, but he was purposefully
“deceiving” musulmanes for his own political gains. The rest of the cristianos that
I talked to simply equated his proposals about bilingualism as a backward step in
the integration of musulmanes into society.
Like these young professionals, other political parties also waited some
time before taking ideological stands vis-à-vis the UDCE political agenda. The
PP, being the UDCE’s principal political adversary, took very early stances
against a party of Muslim persuasion. But with the debate over bilingualism and
the constitutional protection of Arabic, the remaining political formations began to
move away from the UDCE.

For its part, the PP immediately rejected any

pretension to include Arabic in the new statute of Autonomy. They based their
rejection on two principles.
First, they argued that the Spanish Constitution did not allow for any
language that is not of Spain to be protected. Article 3.1 of the Constitution
states that “Castilian is the official language of the State. All Spaniards have the
duty to know it and the right to use it.” Article 3.2 continues, “The rest of Spanish
languages will also be official in the respective Autonomous Communities in
accordance with their Statutes.” President Vivas made a declaration before the
media in which he first pointed out that these articles excluded the possibility of
Arabic receiving such a status because it is not a language of Spain.
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Second, the PP made the argument that the best way to integrate
marginalized musulmanes in Ceuta was to teach them Castilian correctly. Viva’s
first point reverberated with most cristianos who are constantly defending their
land against Morocco’s claim by emphasizing Ceuta’s Spanishness (see chapter
2). The second point, as noted earlier, was already in currency among many
professional ceutíes who saw the Arabic dialect of Dariya as an obstruction for
the integration of musulmanes.
Those ceutíes that subscribe to an ideology of integration aim to
incorporate musulmanes into a citizenship that already enjoys the rights of
equality afforded by the Spanish Constitution. How to go about that integration is
a matter of political ideology, not the basis for a political party. Besides, many
cristianos ask, “How is having a party of musulmanes going to favor integration?”
In other words, many feel that the pretension that parties of Muslim persuasion
have of integrating musulmanes is contradictory and suspicious.
This suspicion can be best appreciated in the political divergences
between socialist parties and the UDCE. For example, Juan Luis Arostegui, the
leader of the localist socialist party, is one of the few political leaders whose
ideas about integration are closest to that of the UDCE.
The problem par excellence of Ceuta is the integration of two
communities, the musulmana and the cristiana, in a common City
project…In politics of integration, that aspires to establish solid and stable
fundamentals of convivencia, the education system acquires a primordial
importance. (Arostegui 2002: 101)
Arostegui’s take on integration is hardly different from some of the UDCE’s
political stances: it makes both communities responsible in the process and it
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emphasizes an education strategy that can gives young musulmanes an
opportunity to later incorporate themselves into the workforce. In fact, Arostegui
thinks that bilingual teachers would be more successful in educating
musulmanes. The problem between Arostegui and the UDCE is one of political
organization and trust: If members of the UDCE are “progressives,” then why are
they not in a socialist party? A member of Arostegui’s party explained, “What
happens when musulmanes are no longer poor and marginalized, will the leaders
of the UDCE still have a progressive agenda?”
Meanwhile, the relationship between the PSOE and the UDCE has been
lukewarm. In part, their relationship was limited by personal differences among
their leaders and the fact that they have competed for a limited number of votes
during elections. More importantly, members of the PSOE also suspect that the
UDCE, and parties of Muslim persuasion in general, engage in clientism. For
most of the 2003-2007 governing period, the PSOE and the UDCE voted for
many of each other’s proposals in the Assembly.

Furthermore, the youth

organizations16 of both parties forged an alliance to take the leadership of the
Ceuta’s Youth Council, a government funded organization responsible for
watching after the interests of Ceuta’s youth. The UDCE’s youth organization,

16

In Spain, youth organizations play an important role in the development of young politicians,
policy that affects young people, and mobilizing the electorate. The age cap for youth
organizations is usually in the late 20s, so some youth members even serve as elected officials
for their parties.
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backed the PSOE’s organization for the presidency.

However, months later,

there were disagreements between the two groups over promises made to forge
the coalition. The UDCE’s organization rescinded their support for the president
of the Youth Council, and the PSOE’s youth accused publicly the UDCE of
sexism because she was a woman. Of course, the implication of that accusation
were that the members of the UDCE youth organization were religiously biased
against women.

Again, the “Muslim persuasion” of the UDCE’s youth

organization undermined any ideological common ground between the two
parties.

More importantly, members of the PSOE believe that their socialist

agenda, if implanted in Ceuta, would be more effective than that of the UDCE
and would benefit all ceutíes, not just musulmanes.
These differences in political organization and trust led both Arostegui’s
party and the PSOE to decline Ali’s invitation to join them in the march against
racism following the Peréz chirigota incident.

Once again, it appeared as if

parties of Muslim persuasion were instigating ethnic divisions in Ceuta, despite
the fact that the UDCE chose to call the march “For Convivencia and Against
Racism.”
Members of the UDCE have often been genuinely perplexed at the
manner in which other political organization ignore or reject their politics. The
fact that many of the founders of the UDCE were in their late 20s and early 30s
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when they jumped into politics has something to do with their inability to
anticipate strong opposition to their party.17

More importantly, it seems that

members of the UDCE underestimated the political consequences of being “of
Muslim persuasion.” For members of the UDCE, the principle of constitutional
equality has done little to prevent the racism that they have personally
experienced growing up in Ceuta.

This is why for them, forming a party of

musulmanes with similar life experiences did not violate any principles of
equality, constitutional or quotidian.18 It is very clear to them why they are not
politicians in other “traditional” parties, “They have no musulmanes in their
electoral lists…If they want political integration, why do we always have to be the
ones that go to them, why don’t they take the step and engage us in a dialogue?”
However, the reasons and motives for the formation of the UDCE are far from
clear to cristianos in other parties. And this lack of understanding sets up a key
paradox in the politics of difference: While talk about issues related to the politics
of difference by musulmanes changes very little as they move from private to
public political places, they are viewed suspiciously by cristianos whose talk
about similar issues changes drastically as they move from private to public
places.

17

Party members that I talked to readily admitted this.
I should note that members of the UDCE have been concerned with the low number of
musulmanas involved in politics. Unlike Mizzian’s PDSC, they have strived to recruit more
women into the upper echelons of their party.
18
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This paradox leaves many politically active musulmanes confused as to
what is the best way to strive for changes in their community. Consider the
UDCE’s reaction to what for them was a straightforward motion in the Assembly
in March of 2005. The UDCE urged Vivas’ government to include the Arabic
language in a number of new informational laminations that a tourism company
was to install throughout Ceuta’s old forts. The UDCE argued that, given their
proximity to Morocco and the high number of Moroccans that travel between
Morocco and Western Europe, the purpose of informing tourists about Ceuta’s
heritage would be better served if Arabic was included as one of several
languages.

Mabel Deu, the Counsel of Education and Culture, rejected the

motion stating that the expert technicians had recommended that various
languages of the EU, including Portuguese, should be included. Ali argued that if
that was truly the case, then why was German not included since it carried more
weight (more speakers) in the EU. Deu responded that the government hired the
tourism company to study the situation, and they had advised which languages
should be included in the laminations.

The government, she insisted, would

follow the advice of the experts. Visibly frustrated with the debate, Ali raised the
tone of his voice,
We will have to be sincere and tell the truth. And the truth is that you do
not want to know anything about the Arabic language, I don’t know why! I
do not know why. You do not want to know anything about the Arabic
language. This is a question of prejudice…You have to begin thinking that
those of us seated here before you are as Spanish as you are.
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Ali’s assertion that his political group is Spanish not only signals his frustration
with being accused of allegiances to Morocco, it also signals a frustration with the
presumption that his party acts from without Ceuta’s political order.
When the question of protecting the Arabic language reached the
commission drafting a new statute of autonomy, the UDCE was aware of the
turmoil that their position would cause. Even the PSOE, who had voted in favor
of Ali’s proposal for the tourist laminations, decided that protecting the Arabic
language in the statute of autonomy was not necessary. The UDCE, of course,
thought that protecting Arabic fell within the margins of the Constitution. Many
musulmanes have lived in Ceuta for as long as cristianos, so why would Arabic
not be considered part of the official local heritage? Talk of integration infuriated
members of the UDCE who had retained their knowledge of Arabic and obtained
college degrees in Spanish universities. They took the rejection of Arabic as a
rejection of their community.
The institutional politicization of convivencia was at its height during the
first three months of 2006. The debates over bilingualism carried on at the same
time that Europeans and Muslims throughout the world debated the “Danish
Cartoon Affair,” in which the freedom of press of a Danish newspaper that
published cartoons of the Prophet Mohamed was pitted against the sensitivity of
Muslims who find such images to be religiously offensive. Susanne Dahlgren
explains, “Either you are for the freedom of the press or you must be against it,
and if you are against it, you must be against democracy too, became the view of
the conflict by many in Denmark” (2007:12). The manner in which the debate
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over the Danish cartoons was framed is similar to the manner in which cristianos
frame the question of racism and constitutional equality. The need to talk about
issues of religious sensitivity or racism is replaced by constitutional principles of
freedom of expression or equality, respectively. The UDCE’s intentions to upset
this argumentative framework are the main cause for the political upheaval that
followed the Peréz chirigota incident.
The politics of difference, rooted in everyday life and the Assembly,
existed prior to the intervention of the UDCE via institutional politics. Any attempt
by the UDCE to address the issues associated with the politics of difference, has
resulted in the public perception that the UDCE initiated divisive debates.
Meanwhile, other parties have argued that the proper way to address issues
associated with the politics of difference is through political ideologies deemed
proper to Western liberal democracies, and in doing so they further marginalize
the importance of ideological principles deemed “of Muslim persuasion.”
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CHAPTER 7
CONCLUSION
I want to conclude this dissertation with an ethnographic summary and then by
revisiting the main theoretical and normative concerns about an anthropology of
multiculturalism that I presented in the Introduction.

Ethnographic Summary
In the Introduction, I stated my intent of working towards an anthropological
theory of multiculturalism by examining the relationship between (1) cultural
differences and (2) the construction/contestation of difference. In the consequent
chapters, I developed the following corresponding ethnographic argument: (1)
Cristianos and musulmanes differently imagine and represent themselves as part
of a local and national community, and (2) those different senses of community
have led to different constructions of convivencia and to the contestation of the
political (il)legitimacy of parties of Muslim persuasion.
The different senses of community between cristianos and musulmanes
are rooted in Ceuta’s history of colonialism and its contemporary geopolitical
situation. Cristianos’ narratives of Spanishness evidence their desire to make
Ceuta communally contiguous with a unified Spanish nation, and musulmanes’
strong identification with Ceuta as a local territory evidence their historical
isolation on Ceuta’s borderland. Although most cristianos and musulmanes feel
that they are ceutíes and Spaniards, there are differences in how these groups
embrace these identifications. For cristianos, being from “Ceuta” is being from
“Ceuta, Spain.” For musulmanes, being a Spaniard is neither exclusive of their
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Moroccan origins nor exclusive of their distinct identity as musulmanes from
Ceuta.

Cristianos are Spaniards above all other identifications, and many

musulmanes were ceutíes before acquiring Spanish citizenship. These varying
identities affect how cristianos and musulmanes envision and represent
themselves as citizens of Ceuta and Spain with ties and loyalties to historically
particular communities.
Despite having different senses of community, both cristianos and
musulmanes make use of the concept of convivencia; however, they do not
agree about its existence or how they should achieve or maintain it. Convivencia
means something to all ceutíes; specifically, it means peaceful and/or equal
coexistence within the tiny exclave despite the tensions between Muslims and
Westerners or Muslims and Jews in other parts of the world. Nonetheless, as a
concept that brings order to abstracted everyday relations, convivencia has
different normative outcomes among musulmanes and cristianos; and here is
where different senses of community affect ideas about “living together.” When
talking about convivencia, musulmanes criticize local inequality and racism, and
cristianos stress respect for national and Western values and ways of life.
Musulmanes and cristianos’ different senses of community also affect
institutional politics, particularly as musulmanes have gained social and political
capital since the mid-1990s.

The PDSC and UDCE were shaped by the

experiences of musulmanes as colonial subjects and later as stateless ceutíes.
These so-called parties of Muslim persuasion followed a series of musulmán
political organizations whose sole purpose was to fight and protest the exclusion
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of musulmanes from a local and national community as Spanish citizens in the
1980s. For most musulmanes in these political parties, any localist party should
prioritize

the

improvement

of

social

and

economic

marginalization

of

musulmanes. Even though the UDCE has its political agenda in common with
other localist parties composed of cristianos (PSPC) and nationally based
socialists parties (PSOE), those parties’ lack of musulmanes in their ranks and
timid approach in addressing problems faced by musulmanes as “problems of
musulmanes” have prevented the UDCE from blending and collaborating with
other localist parties. Furthermore, the inability of the PDSC and the UDCE to
gain legitimacy among cristianos is more fundamentally rooted in cristianos’
exclusion of “ethnic” politics (especially those without Spanish nationalist
legacies) from legitimate ideologies of liberal democracies.
In turn, what cristianos and musulmanes constitute as legitimate
ideologies in liberal democracies is not just evidenced by what occurs in the
Assembly; instead, one can find notions of equality and inequality in everyday
discourses of racism, constitutional equality, and integration. These discourses
appear in the Assembly when social orders are threatened in everyday life, or
conversely when parties of Muslims persuasion threaten to disrupt the social
order. The political uproar over the 2006 Perez chirigota lyrics demonstrated the
volatile nature political institutionalization of convivencia in the Assembly. The
different manner in which cristianos and musulmanes conceptualize and
experience the politics of difference in private and public spaces created a
political impasse over the chirigota problem. The UDCE called for an end to
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racism while the PP and other political parties’ sought to address social inequality
and integration from a purportedly “neutral” and non-ethnic/religious position.
Overall, cristianos and musulmanes share a past as ceutíes that has led
to real cultural differences. These cultural differences are at once reflected in the
organization of party politics and occluded by contemporary constructions of
convivencia and debates about what it means to be an equal and integrated
citizen of Ceuta. In short, there are various manifestations of difference at play,
which I now want to present as theoretical positions integral to an anthropology
of multiculturalism.

Difference and Difference
From a theoretical standpoint, the relationship between cultural difference and
the construction/contestation of difference is a relationship between systems and
processes within and between those systems.

The systems are essentially

bodies of knowledge, which two or more groups of people may or may not share.
The processes in question include practices that shape and are shaped by the
system (Bourdieu 1977; Sahlins 1985). Accordingly, musulmanes and cristianos’
senses of community are two different bodies of knowledge; and convivencia,
understood as a local construction of difference and the struggles between
cristianos and musulmanes in the Assembly, results from different senses of
community and gives way to new worldviews.
Moreover, I have interpreted cultural differences by implicetly employing
Rodseth’s (1998) distributive model of culture, which views culture as a lived
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population of meanings.

From these sometimes coherent but always-imperfect

populations of meanings, difference is constructed and contested—sometimes
against the rifts created by populations of meanings, but also against the effects
of a commonly shared history of domination and inequality (Comaroff and
Comaroff 1992:49-67). Thus, contrary to the idea that cultural differences are
strictly social constructs and theoretically void,
The anthropological idea of culture is theory because it abstracts and
represents the ordering principle (systems of symbols) of organized
human collectivities. That cultural systems are open and fluid is a given of
the theory rather than evidence against its status as theory. (Boggs
2004:189).
Consequently, the most important theoretical synthesis of this dissertation is that
“difference” should be approached from anthropological perspectives that
facilitate the disambiguation of the manner in which people differently envision
and act upon the world from discourses about difference. One needs to find
ways to discuss cultural differences without relying on essential notions of
culture, yet also without losing “interest in the ways different peoples have
meaningfully constructed their existence” (Sahlins 2000:12).
At this point in the dissertation, it might be tempting to formulate causal
explanations for the relationship between cultural differences and the
construction/contestation of difference. However, such causal explanations are
erroneous because these are fundamentally dependant and sometimes
overlapping phenomena. For example, I have put forth that parties of Muslim
persuasion make sense if we take into account the manner in which musulmanes
imagine and represent their communities.

However, it would be incorrect to
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conclude that different senses of community have caused political conflict in the
Assembly, for it was the political conflict of the 1980s over musulmanes’
citizenship, along with Spanish colonial domination during the twentieth century
that explains to musulmanes’ sense of community. Nor would it be correct to
insist that colonialism or contemporary structural inequalities mainly shaped
musulmanes and cristianos’ identities. For the manner in which the concept of
convivencia has developed in Ceuta is better explained by an incongruence in
musulmanes and cristianos’ senses of local and national communities, which
transcend the Spanish Protectorate and encapsulate Ceuta’s peculiarity as a
borderland.
From an epistemic standpoint, cultural differences are not readily
accessible and are the subject of ethnographic inquiry. In Ceuta, musulmanes
and cristianos are aware of their own attachments to local and national
communities, but not necessarily in relation to one another. Thus, most ceutíes
do not construe their particular senses of communities in Ceuta as different.
Contrastingly, the construction/contestation of difference are easily available to
all. Convivencia is everywhere in Ceuta: one can ask anyone on the streets
about it, politicians and tourist guides will speak about it, and statues are erected
to commemorate it.

Similarly, ceutíes talk about the legitimacy of parties of

Muslim persuasion, and musulmanes openly contest their exclusion from local
politics.
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Constructions of difference, although sometimes influenced by cultural
differences, do not always reflect a divergence in the populations of meanings
that amount to cultural differences (Baumann 1996). In fact, constructions of
difference sometimes provide a common language for groups of people that have
cultural differences. This makes ethnographic contexts in which difference is
constructed and contested difficult to analyze because peoples who might indeed
have cultural differences could possibly have, ironically, discourses of difference
as a common way of understanding their worlds. Even when cultural differences
can be discerned and understood in relation to the construction/contestation of
difference, such relationships are not static and likely to change as peoples’
worldviews are influenced by their political struggles and everyday experiences.
What might begin as a political conflict based on fundamental cultural
misunderstandings, can later turn into a purely ideological struggle over
commonly understood ideas.
The theoretical conclusions above are relatively different from previous
anthropological theoretical approaches to multiculturalism.

One approach is

theoretically grounded in a critique that questions the assumed boundedness of
culture in multicultural ideologies (Baumann 1996; Baumann 1999; Byrne 1995;
Eller 1997; Turner 1993; Wax 1993).

Proponents of this approach do not

concern themselves with questions of cultural difference, and indeed prefer to
deemphacize so-called cultural differences that are implicit in multicultural
discourse.

I can appreciate some of the normative undertone of such

approaches, such as Terence Turner’s call for a “critical multiculturalism” that

294

“seeks to use cultural diversity as a basis for challenging, revising, and
relativizing basic notions and principles common to dominant and minority
cultures alike, so as to construct a more vital, open, and democratic common
culture” (Turner 1993:413). However, I feel that it is possible to critique nonanthropological notions of culture while maintaining an anthropological concept of
culture as theory in one’s research agenda. Also, as is the case with parties of
Muslim persuasion and the Left in Ceuta, it is important to understand how key
differences can prevent groups with almost identical political agendas from
engaging in unified political projects as the one described by Turner (Torres
Colón 2008).
Another anthropological approach theorizes multiculturalism in relation to
the political economy of neoliberalism. Charles Hale argues that neoliberalism
and multicultural claims for group rights and recognition, rather than only
individual rights and freedoms valorized by neoliberal thought, are indeed
compatible, although that compatibility does not necessarily lead to positive
outcomes (cf. Kymlicka 1995; Kymlicka 2001). Whereas Western liberal claims
to universal egalitarianism developed during a period when the West treated
people throughout the world as inferiors, proponents of neoliberalism strategically
include ideas of cultural diversity in their discourse:
The recognition of cultural difference gives states and, equally important,
civil society and transnational organizations, greater prerogative to shape
the terms of political contestation, to distinguish between authentic and
ersatz expressions of identity, between acceptable and disruptive cultural
demands. Neoliberal multiculturalism thrives on the recognition of cultural
difference, and by extension, on high-stakes distinctions between those
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cultural rights that deserve recognition and those that do not. (Hale
2006:35)

Although other scholars have articulated more skeptical and determinist views of
multiculturalism as product of modernity and capitalism (Axel 2002; Povinelli
2002; Žižek 1997), Hale is willing to acknowledge both the empowerment and
limitations that liberal democracies present to identity politics.
Similarly, Nancy Grey Postero’s (2007) research of indigenous politics in
Bolivia shows how multicultural reforms enacted by the government in the 1990s
failed to transform the structures of inequality that have existed in that country for
centuries.

Nonetheless, indigenous Bolivians used the opportunities given to

them in those multicultural reforms to challenge the structures of inequality
brought about by global capitalism. She argues that indigenous Bolivians have
entered an age of “postmulticultural activism” by moving away from basing their
demands on class and race and articulating them in terms of citizen’s rights
(Postero 2007:222). Finally, both Hale and Postero emphasize the importance of
racial hierarchies in limiting the emancipatory capacity of multicultural reforms.
These approaches have advanced our understanding multiculturalism in
ethnographic contexts; specifically, Hale and Postero describe multiculturalism
as state policies in Latin America. However, they do not explore how the concept
of multiculturalism operates at different social levels. Perhaps they do not do so
because the rhetoric of multiculturalism mainly appears at the state level in
Guatemala and Bolivia, and their critical approach to how racial hierarchies affect
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social relations (despite multicultural rhetoric) certainly represents a multifaceted
approach to understanding difference. Nonetheless, I feel that it is necessary to
explicitly consider how people within any given context engage notions of
multiculturalism at different social levels (e.g., the concept of convivencia, party
politics, senses of community). In order to engage in cross-cultural comparison
and formulate generalizations about the relationship between multiculturalism
and neoliberalism, it is first necessary to understand multiculturalism as local
knowledge (Geertz 1983).

Knowing the Political
I want to conclude this dissertation with a few words about how ceutíes’ everyday
lives and political struggles inform contemporary political philosophical debates
about multiculturalism.1 These debates mainly center on the ability of liberal
democratic governments—committed to individual rights—to accommodate
collective demands by minorities. Although there are challenges to making social
scientific findings communicable with normative political philosophy (May, et al.
2004), I believe there are a couple of insights in this dissertation that are useful in
understanding multicultural politics in general.

1

First, it is important to

These political philosophical debates are, of course, not the exclusive domain of political
philosophers. Social scientists from various disciplines are actively engaged in debating
multiculturalism. I cannot begin to review the relevant literature here, see Givens (2007),
Kymlicka and Straehle (1999), and Laden and Owen (2007) for a comprehensive review of the
literature.
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deemphasize some of the major premises from which political philosophers—
sometimes following the cues of social actors—contest multiculturalism. These
premises include the nature of the majority/minority dichotomy, what ideologies
are proper to Western liberal democracies, and the assumed geo-political
boundedness of collective identities. Second and in response to three premises
just mentioned, in constructing socio-political norms, it is important to take into
account how different social groups come to know their political worlds via their
collective memories and everyday lives. Furthermore, it is necessary to discern
how these different bodies of knowledge actually affect the manner in which
political actors carry out multicultural struggles. Although neither one of these
insights are new to anthropologists, I would argue that their application to matters
of institutional politics have yet to be thoroughly explored within our discipline.
On the other hand, other scholars and political actors might also be aware of
these insights, but not necessarily in relation to various multicultural political
contexts. Either way, I mean for these insights to be no more than preliminary
observations in what should be long-term projects in comparative ethnography
and political philosophical reflection.
Deemphasizing some of the premises of multicultural politics is necessary
given the theoretical approach to culture that I have employed in this dissertation
and in the previous section. All of the premises in question rely to some extent to
notions of collective ideologies that are implicitly determined by insider/outsider
dichotomies, which do not necessarily capture the differences that truly prevent
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compromised political outcomes. By better scrutinizing these dichotomies, we
can better redefine the nature of multicultural dilemmas.
First is the nature of the minority/majority dichotomy that assumes that a
major part of multicultural dilemmas lies in the in/ability of minorities to influence
governmental processes. In this sense, minorities are minorities because they
are few in numbers and present concerns as collective concerns in the public
arena. There is no doubt that consistently being in the numerical minority allows
the majority group to impose their political will without much regard for other
groups, and that collective demands can be troublesome in liberal democracies.
Such difficulties were visible in France during the veil controversy or in the United
Kingdom when the Archbishop of Canterbury’s suggested that British law might
be able to accommodate aspects of sharia law.
However, the case of Ceuta shows that even as numerical minorities
move closer to numerical equality or majority, so-called “ethnic” politics can
persist. This has been true even as parties of Muslim persuasion have purposely
tried to rid themselves of their ethnic-religious Muslim component. This suggest
that the status of being a minority is not just about being small in numbers and
presenting collective demands, but it is also about minorities becoming involved
in political processes on the terms of majority groups. Therefore, the manner in
which certain members of minority groups conduct themselves in the public
arena as minorities (and consequently affect the sensibilities of majorities) has an
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important impact in how social and political problems become multicultural in
nature.
A second problem in multicultural debates is the place given to political
ideologies thought to be innate to Western liberal democracies. The premise
here is that Western liberal democracies are long established and minority
politics present a new challenge to liberal principles.

The problem with this

assumption is that it erroneously disassociates the marginal condition of many
minority groups from the purportedly group-neutral liberal politics of the majority.
When members of the majority insist that minority problems should be addressed
through “broader” political ideologies of the Left or Right (i.e. Western liberal
democratic ideologies), they are in fact insisting that minorities adopt political
ideologies rooted in a political history of the majority. Furthermore and more
importantly, minority politics can be inclusive of so-called Western political
ideologies in the same way that the latter ideologies have at times incorporated
the political agenda of minorities into their ideologies—parties of Muslim
persuasion have demonstrated this much in Ceuta.

Whether we are talking

about Turks in Germany, Algerians Moroccans in France, or South Asians in the
United Kingdom, the history of inequality between host countries and those of
immigrants is also part of “Western liberal thought.” Therefore, the multicultural
or ethnic-centered ideologies that have emerged in Western Europe are as
native to the “West” as any socialist or conservative ideologies put forth by
“traditional parties.”
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The third assumption that should be deemphasized in multicultural
debates is the geo-political boundedness of collective identities, where
“Westerners” are at home and minorities are recent arrivals (if not aliens). Never
mind that the category of “Westerners” is extremely problematic (Coronil 1996),
what is really important here is to realize that multicultural dilemmas are common
throughout the world (Comaroff and Comaroff 2003; Eriksen 1998; Hale 2006;
Postero 2007). Although it is possible and intellectually advantageous to locally
contextualize multicultural dilemmas, it is important to remember that neither
“Western liberal democratic principles” nor the Otheness of minorities is
exclusive to multiculturalism in the West. Again, the case of Ceuta serves to
dislocate common assumptions about contemporary debates regarding Muslims
in Europe because of its unique geopolitical position. The location of Ceuta in
North Africa does not magically remove it from the “West,” just ask any ceutí.
Ceuta’s constitution and legal institutions are Western, yet it has been through
these means that parties of Muslim persuasion have developed their ideologies
and political practices.

Liberal democratic principles are only liberal and

democratic if they can belong to all, regardless of geography or intellectual
history.
A common problem that the above criticized presented premises is that
they set up multiculturalism as being external to institutional politics: minorities, at
best, compliment existing political ideologies of the majority; Western liberal
democracies must deal with an external multicultural problem; or ethnic
institutional politics happen elsewhere, where liberal ideals are not championed.
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Therefore, in order to successfully address multicultural dilemmas, it is necessary
to fundamentally understand that it is an exercise of intercultural communication.
This is an exercise that entails detailing to what extend cultural differences
prevent fruitful communication in everyday life and at the institutional political
level. It is about how different people come to know the political; that is, how
their collective memories inform their political worldviews. In this sense, the idea
of convivencia is valuable because it provides a common language for people to
settle their political differences—and that bit of idealism is, I believe, the most any
peoples anywhere can offer to the resolution of multicultural dilemmas. Ceutíes
understand that convivencia is not only an end, but also the beginning of a
multicultural place.
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